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JEFFERSON DAVIS AND THE CIVIL WAR ERA 


INTRODUCTION 


Jefferson Davis by William Cooper once again—one could legiti- 
mately ask why the need for a collection of essays on Davis from some- 
one who not too long ago published a lengthy biography of him. I 
posed that same question to myself before deciding to proceed with 
this book. My answer was obviously yes; yes, this collection would serve 
a valid purpose.' 

Each of these essays originated as a talk. Both before my biography 
appeared in 2000 and especially afterward, I have had the privilege of 
speaking before a number of audiences about different aspects of Jef- 
ferson Davis’s life and career. Looking over these manuscripts, I real- 
ized certain of them concentrated on his relationship with critical top- 
ics of the Civil War era. Because of their sharp focus on central issues, 
I judged they illuminated Davis's role during those turbulent years. 

Although my interpretation here of Davis and his involvement in 
these areas does not materially differ from the views expressed in Jef~ 
ferson Davis, American, I do not see this book as repetitious. In the 
biography my assessments of Davis and major subjects such as the 
politics of secession or the Confederate war in the West run through 
various chapters. Here they are delineated in a few pages. In these es- 
says a reader can readily obtain a perception of how Davis reacted to 
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and dealt with a variety of important subjects throughout the Civil 
War era. At the same time, because each essay is self-contained, a bit 
of repetition occurs, especially at the beginning of several. 1 decided 
that maintaining the integrity of the individual discussions required 
some minimal iteration. In addition, the existence of Jefferson Davis, 
American has influenced my use of citations in this book. Because it 
treats context and details Davis's activities, here I concentrate my notes 
on quotations, acknowledging both my biography and other secondary 
sources where I think appropriate. 

‘The essays between these covers range from the prewar period to 
the postwar years, with the majority concerned with the war. The first, 
and the only one previously published, examines Davis as an antebel- 
lum politician. The next looks closely at Davis’s complex connection 
with secession. Then come six studies of Davis and the Confederate 
experience, with topics including states’ rights, the politics of command 
and strategic decisions, the role of war leader, and the meaning of the 
war. The final item considers a little known event that points to Davis’s 
key position in the formation of the Lost Cause ideology. These nine 
essays present distinct interpretations of Davis and consequential ques- 
tions during the Civil War era.’ 
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JEFFERSON DAVIS AND THE SUDDEN 
DISAPPEARANCE OF SOUTHERN POLITICS 


Before the Civil War, Jefferson Davis was a superlative politician. Such 
a claim smacks of heresy in the face of the legion of critics who have 
branded him as stiff-necked, unbending, doctrinaire, and overbearing. 
Jefferson Davis, either as an upright, dogmatic priest of principle or an 
inept, autocratic bureaucrat miscast in the role of politician, is a histori- 
cal and historiographical staple. 

‘That these robustly long-lived portrayals of Davis originated with 
both enemies and friends helps explain, perhaps, their seeming im- 
mortality. Characterizing Davis as cold, resentful, authoritarian, and 
despotic, Edward Pollard, an angry wartime opponent, summarized 
the views of Davis’s antebellum and wartime foes. Pollard asserted that 
Davis’s grievous faults caused the failure of his presidency and of the 
Confederate States of America. Although approaching Davis from a 
quite different perspective, Varina Davis, in her memoir of her husband 
published in 1890, added to this portrait of a man ill-suited for poli- 
tics. She reported that he “did not know the arts of the politician and 
would not practice them if understood.” What he really knew about, 
according to Mrs. Davis, was soldiering, and that was the path he really 
wanted to take. 

Historians, with few exceptions, have followed those leads. Bell 
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Wiley depicted a man who did not see the need for “cultivating the el- 
ementary art of political maneuver” and who certainly did not exhibit 
the attributes of “the master politician.” In his mammoth history of 
sectional conflict and war, Allan Nevins found Davis’s gifts sadly lack- 
ing, though he finally did inch toward the view that Davis did about 
as well as anyone else could have during his Confederate ordeal. In 
probably the most damning indictment of Davis as a political leader, 
David Potter not only proclaimed that his shortcomings doomed the 
Confederacy but also suggested that if Abraham Lincoln had been in 
Davis's place, the Confederacy might have succeeded.’ 

More recent students have not discovered a fundamentally new 
Jefferson Davis. In his stimulating After Secession: Jefferson Davis and 
the Failure of Confederate Nationalism, Paul Escott states bluntly that 
the president shouldered much of the responsibility for Confederate 
defeat. Moreover, Escott emphasizes that Davis’s personal deficien- 
cies were instrumental in causing the Confederate catastrophe. Like- 
wise, in his path-breaking study of Confederate politics, George Rable 
finds Davis not up to the challenge, especially as a political leader. 
Rable argues that he lacked and was never able to develop crucial 
political talents essential for an effective president. A modern Davis 
biographer does not disagree. William C. Davis presents a president so 
unfit for national leadership and with a basic “contempt” for political 
arts that the reader can only come away amazed that any of Jefferson 
Davis’s contemporaries could ever have considered him an appropriate 
choice for the highest public office in the fledgling country.’ 

Of course, Davis is almost always compared to Lincoln. One ines- 
capable truth is that Lincoln’s side won and Davis’s lost. Only that fact, 
in Ludwell Johnson's mind, raises Lincoln above Davis. But Johnson 
has few fellow members in his “Davis is better than Lincoln” club. Those 
historians at all sympathetic with Davis in the comparison contest gen- 
erally adopt Nevins’s eventual position: He had ability and did the best 
he could, and probably no one could have done better, but still he was no 
match for Lincoln. Even so, this stance drives people to look for Davis’s 
blemishes and inadequacies, for which the evidence apparently abounds.‘ 
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I have no intention here of challenging the overwhelmingly pre- 
vailing view of Davis’s political delinquency as Confederate presi- 
dent. Rather, I will ask why it occurred. Although the scholars above 
have largely concentrated on the war years, they have concurred, either 
openly or tacitly, with Roy Nichols that the antebellum Davis had 
“already indicat[ed] that capacity for political failure which was to be 
amply demonstrated by him when he became President of the Confed- 
eracy.” My contention is that the antebellum Davis was quite different 
from Nichols’s political cripple and from the consensus interpretation 
of the Confederate Davis. And if the consensus view of the Confeder- 
ate Davis is correct, then something dramatic had to have happened to 
make it so.° 

Just a glance reveals Jefferson Davis’s impressive antebellum politi- 
cal career. He started at the bottom with a failed run in 1843 for the 
Mississippi legislature. He moved to the winner’s circle with his work 
as presidential elector in 1844 and remained there the next year when 
he was victorious in a statewide race for the U.S. House of Representa- 
tives. In the summer of 1846, he left the House to fight in the Mexican 
War. Returning a hero, he entered the U.S. Senate in 1847, and from 
then until January 1861 he sat either in the Senate or the cabinet for all 
but eighteen months. In the 1850s he was easily the most prominent 
political figure in Mississippi. That is surely an enviable political record, 
though strange for a man supposedly a hater of politics and the antith- 
esis of a politician. 

A closer look at Jefferson Davis and politics, at Davis as a politician, 
is in order. I want to make clear what I intend with the term politician. 
First, it implies participation in the political process, from indicating 
the initial ambition for office to campaigning to behaving like a person 
who likes and wants to continue in office. Second, and perhaps more 
important, I refer to a mindset that understands politics as a means to- 
ward an end. In the American political system of the mid-nineteenth 
century, that meant working through institutions and with other peo- 
ple to attain goals. This description might sound like a truism, but too 
often southern leaders like Davis are thought of as men who stood up 
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and announced their principles, shunning the give-and-take of politi- 
cal intercourse while preaching their version of political truth. In this 
scenario such men rode alone like political knights searching for an 
ideological grail. Of course, every age has its quota of such Galahads, 
but Jefferson Davis before 1861 absolutely never belonged to that band. 

When Jefferson Davis emerged in 1843 from an eight-year self- 
imposed seclusion following the death of his first wife, his ambition 
for public office was evident. His wealthy and influential older brother 
Joseph provided him with entree to the local Democratic party. Jef- 
ferson grasped his opportunity. With legislative elections approach- 
ing and facing problems with candidates, Warren County Democrats 
turned to an untested, untried planter in his mid-thirties. Davis read- 
ily agreed, even though he expected to lose because of the heavy Whig 
majority in the county. He made a hard run that included his willingly 
debating Mississippi’s most prominent Whig, Seargent S. Prentiss. 
Despite his strenuous effort, he realized his expectation and lost.® Still, 
it is hard to imagine a better way for an aspiring political neophyte to 
garner favor from both party notables and party voters. 

Therefore, no doubt remained about Davis’s ambition for political 
preferment. Although in the style of his time he often asserted both 
that he longed for private life and that he would never put himself for- 
ward for office, his activities repeatedly belied such claims. Perhaps a 
senatorial antagonist exaggerated when he described Davis as “burning 
up with ambition.” But considerable truth resides in Andrew Johnson’s 
assessment. Davis's vigorously effective performance as a presidential 
elector in 1844 so impressed the party faithful that the next year the 
state Democratic convention nominated him to run for Congress. De- 
spite debilitation from illness, Davis did not hesitate to commence a 
rigorous campaign trip, a determination that greatly worried his new 
wife of seven months.’ 

Political ambition was paramount for Jefferson Davis. After less 
than a year in the House of Representatives, he left for the Mexican 
War, a decision blended of ambition and patriotism. Once again he 
rejected the pleas of his young wife that he not go. A few years later he 
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was quite blunt, declaring to her, “your claim on my time though first 
could my heart decide.” But his heart did not command. Politics inter- 
fered. “Circumstances” have “pressed” me “immediately,” he explained 
as he informed her that another five months would pass before they 
could see each other again.* 

Davis knew that his political success required his personal atten- 
tion. He was never out of touch with his political friends and opera- 
tives while in Mexico. Returning a hero, he eagerly embraced an ap- 
pointment to the U.S. Senate. Within a few months of his taking his 
seat in December 1847, the legislature would decide whether to retain 
him. From Washington he let an associate know that he was more in- 
terested in the legislature’s choice than if he had stayed in Mississippi, 
though admitting that he did not want to be recalled. Albert G. Brown, 
a major force in Mississippi politics and a man both envious and wary 
of Davis, testified to Davis’s successful cultivation of his political field. 
He reported that at the state Democratic convention of 1855, “Davis 
was there directing affairs in person.” And to good effect, for Brown 
lamented, “his friends got possession of the convention and managed 
every thing their own way.” 

Davis was not at all reluctant to have his story and his views placed 
before the voting public. In his failed run for governor in 1851, a cam- 
paign biography prepared by a political ally presented him in the most 
favorable possible light..4 Sketch of the Life of Jefferson Davis, the Demo- 
cratic Candidate for Governor contained much personal information that 
could hardly have been made available without his knowledge. Then 
in 1858 Harpers Weekly published a supremely positive front-page pro- 
file complete with a large illustration of the Mississippian. Concerned 
about the political fallout from certain addresses on the sectional issue 
that he made in 1858, Davis agreed with advisers and brought out an 
edition of his speeches. And he worked hard to distribute it. Such ex- 
ertions are certainly not what one would expect from a man who really 
wanted to return permanently to private life in Warren County.” 

No other activity demonstrated more clearly Davis’s determination 
to triumph as a politician than his unceasing speaking tours through his 


Jefferson Davis and the Sudden Disappearance of Southern Politics 


state. The Mississippi political arena of the 1840s and 1850s was home 
to a rowdy, rough-and-tumble spectator sport. White manhood suf- 
frage had existed since 1832, and the sovereign voters required wooing 
and intermingling from prospective officeholders. This was emphati- 
cally not a political world in which rich planters sipping sherry and 
juleps in elegant drawing rooms controlled candidates and elections. 
Although energetic campaigning accompanied by constant speech- 
making and “pressing the flesh” antedated Davis’s entry into the arena, 
no diminution took place during his time there. 

From the very beginning Jefferson Davis participated fully and will- 
ingly in the demanding ordeal set up by Mississippi voters for those 
who wanted their allegiance. Abominable roads, poor transportation, 
nasty weather, and uncertain accommodations notwithstanding, Davis 
and his compatriots made their required treks through towns, villages, 
and countryside. In his initial statewide campaign as a presidential 
elector in 1844, Davis gave at least sixteen speeches in eleven different 
counties. Possibly his wife overstated the case when she later claimed 
that before the campaign no more than a dozen men outside Warren 
County knew her husband’s name. There is no doubt, however, that 
Davis’s performance catapulted him toward the front rank of his party. 
‘The very next year, in his victorious race for Congress, he spoke in at 
least twelve counties. During 1851 as Mississippi debated fundamental 
issues resulting from the Compromise of 1850, Davis seemingly lived 
on the campaign trail. From early May to mid-June, he made twenty- 
four stops in central and northern Mississippi. From the end of June 
through mid-August, he mounted podiums some thirteen times from 
Natchez to Oxford." 

When he served for a second time in the U.S. Senate between 1857 
and 1861, Davis did not alter this active, engaged pattern. He planned 
a tour through the upper half of Mississippi for the fall of 1857. In 
the presidential contest of 1860, he spent the final six weeks travel- 
ing and speaking throughout the state. But these oratorical journeys 
often left him physically spent. On several occasions exhaustion and 
illness forced him to delay or curtail his schedule. Never, however, did 
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he jettison this essential, albeit physically debilitating, part of the Mis- 
sissippi politician’s life.” 

Although Davis made sure that he often personally appeared among 
Mississippi voters, he also recognized that many of them expected tan- 
gible results from officeholders. He never let them down. Reporting 
to a constituent in December 1845 that he did not have the answer to 
a land problem, the new congressman continued, “not willing to delay 
any longer I write now to assure you that your case shall not be ne- 
glected.” Davis used whatever tack he thought would be effective with 
the Washington bureaucracy to help his constituents. Attempting to 
get a midshipman’s warrant in the U.S. Navy for a young Mississip- 
pian, Davis reminded the secretary of the navy that “we of Mississippi 
have less than our proportionate share of navy appointments.” Sending 
government publications such as the surveys of possible transcontinen- 
tal railroad routes and reports of the Patent Office to political friends, 
and at times even to opponents, kept him in touch with voters and 
imprinted his name on their minds. His diligent efforts on this front 
had the desired result. When “a common farmer,” James B. Smith, 
who led “a humble life” thanked the senator for several publications, 
he identified Davis as the only member of the Mississippi congressio- 
nal delegation who had “so far condescended from his high pinnacle 
of Congressional Glory, so as to favor me with anything of importance 
from Headquarters.” Davis thereafter had a loyal champion.* 

Jefferson Davis took a systematic approach to constituent service, a 
task to which he obviously attached considerable importance. When 
he returned to Washington as a senator in 1847, he could not locate cer- 
tain books and papers he had left behind when he headed to Mexico in 
the summer of 1846. The ensuing problem, as he told a colleague back 
in Mississippi, was that he had no list of correspondents. To remedy 
this unacceptable situation, he asked his fellow Democrat to send him 
a roster of appropriate names. Senator Davis used a ledger to keep 
track of his political base. The ledger of more than four hundred pages, 
with around 80 percent filled, begins with a catalog of Mississippi 
newspapers by town and county. There is also a roll of correspondents, 
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individual and institutional, again by town and county, with an alpha- 
betically arranged table of contents." 

For Jefferson Davis, loyalty to the Democratic Party remained a 
touchstone through the antebellum years. When he began his politi- 
cal career as a legislative candidate, the Democratic newspaper in his 
county called him “a sterling democrat.” Two years later during his race 
for Congress, that same newspaper described him as “a Democrat to 
the core.” His party identity and loyalty never wavered. As late as 1860 
he vigorously exerted himself to get the national Democratic conven- 
tion to stay together and choose a nominee who could heal intraparty 
wounds and lead the party to victory.” 

Davis's sense of political fealty underscored his bond to the Demo- 
cratic Party. To a friend he wrote in 1851 “that my political life has been 
devoted to the democratic cause.” In a campaign speech the following 
year, he identified himself as “a party man, [who] had been bred in the 
paths of Democracy, and had never deviated from them.” Repeating 
those sentiments before the U.S. Senate in 1858, Davis declared that his 
“relations to the party are those of a common opinion and unity of prin- 
ciple.” To the Mississippi Democratic Convention of 1859, he portrayed 
the party as “sacred to us as the cause of truth and of our country.” 

Simultaneously the party had a profound call on Davis. He loved 
being in the Senate, yet he voluntarily left in 1851 for a considerably 
less attractive alternative, running for governor of Mississippi. His 
explanation for this action testified to the power of the party. “It was 
in accordance with that rule of conduct which required me as a demo- 
crat to serve my party where they require me, not where my taste or 
ambition might dictate.”” Not even the most stalwart party man, not 
even James K. Polk, for example, could have come forth with a more 
ringing credo. 

For Davis, however, party loyalty was not an end in itself. As he 
proclaimed in a public letter, “party consultation and party organiza- 
tion are the means, not the end.” A party could be justified, in Davis’s 
mind, by adherence to “principle alone.”* To him the Democratic 
Party stood for his most cherished principles: strict construction of 
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the Constitution and states’ rights. Those two fundamental precepts 
had, of course, a variety of manifestations. 

‘The presidential election of 1848 provides an apt perspective on 
Davis's view of party loyalty. In that year the Whig presidential nomi- 
nee was Zachary Taylor, his first father-in-law, his former commanding 
general in Mexico, and his close friend. Personally Davis overwhelm- 
ingly preferred Taylor; in fact he had been involved in discussions 
aimed at making Taylor the Democratic standard bearer. But when he 
found his personal favorite wearing the wrong political uniform, Davis 
did not hesitate. In public speeches in Mississippi he affirmed his high 
regard for Taylor but declared emphatically that his creed meant his 
vote would go to the Democratic candidate. Privately he wrote that his 
affection for the man “will be opposed by my convictions, and adher- 
ence to measures.”” 

Protecting political principles did not mean for Davis the aban- 
donment of practical politics. In the summer of 1846, he delayed leav- 
ing Washington to join his Mississippi regiment until the House had 
decided on tariff reduction. In this instance he showed that he was a 
skilled political trader as well as a party loyalist. In return for promising 
President Polk that he would remain in Congress until the crucial vote, 
Davis received the president’s pledge that he would direct the secretary 
of war to fill all of Davis’s requisitions promptly.” 

Unlike the triumphant struggle over the Walker Tariff in 1846, Davis 
did not always end up on the winning side. Political defeat did not, 
however, alter his commitment to the basic behavior of political pro- 
fessionals of his time. He accepted the loss and moved on to fight an- 
other battle another day. This attitude was never clearer than in the 
contest over the Compromise of 1850. In the long months of angry 
debate over the compromise measures, Davis fought with all his skill 
and energy against the compromise; especially tenacious was his op- 
position to California statehood. But he could stop neither the admis- 
sion of California nor the general success of the compromise. Toward 
the close of the struggle, he told the Senate that he knew the outcome 
and would no longer argue the merits of the bill.” 
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Although he had failed in the Senate, Davis returned home deter- 
mined to get Mississippians to take a firm stand against the compro- 
mise. He insisted that approval of the compromise by Congress did not 
mean that Mississippi had obediently to accept it. He urged the state 
to denounce the compromise, but there he suffered one more licking 
when Mississippi refused to act as he thought best.” 

Despite the losses in Washington and at home, he kept his faith. 
Davis publicly announced in 1851 that Mississippi’s acceptance of the 
compromise required the same of him because he was “bound by every 
principle of his cherished democracy.” A year later while regrouping, 
he informed a political confidant that reprisals against former enemies 
should never motivate their policy. Davis expressed “no purpose of re- 
venge which will prevent me from acting with those who return to the 
standard of Democracy.” He would even “cooperate with those who 
stabbed me.” 

During the secession crisis, Jefferson Davis used all of his political 
skills to avert what he saw as an impending catastrophe. In the crucial 
two months between the election of Abraham Lincoln on November 6, 
1860, and the secession of Mississippi on January 9, 1861, he never ad- 
vocated disunion, though he did believe in the constitutional right of 
secession. His own convictions as well as the realities of Mississippi 
politics demanded from him a recital of the legality of secession. 

Davis handled his professions deftly, however. He always powerfully 
proclaimed his devotion to the United States. In response to a fellow 
southerner telling the Senate in 1850 that the South was his country, 
Davis proudly exclaimed, “I, sir,am an American citizen.” To those in 
the Senate who dared name him a disunionist, he riposted in “mono- 
syllables.” Seven years later in Mississippi, he denounced the “brain- 
less intemperance of those who desire a dissolution of the Union, and 
who found in every rustling leaf fresh evidence of volcanic eruption.” 
To another Mississippi audience in 1858, Davis made clear, “I love the 
flag of my country with more than filial affection.”™ 

In addition to proclamations of devotion to the Union, Davis re- 
peatedly argued that the situation of the South was not so desperate as 
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to call for breaking up the Union. He took that approach during the 
heated months of 1850 and 1851 as well as later in the decade, when he 
informed the Mississippi legislature that circumstances did not war- 
rant embracing secession, “the last alternative.”” Even though he con- 
fronted mounting sectional extremism in Mississippi, his firm state- 
ment of principles coupled with denials that conditions called for their 
invocation permitted him to retain both his political base and his in- 
dependence. All the while he struggled to postpone the need to turn 
principles into action. 

Even the Republican triumph in 1860 did not change Davis's basic 
approach and stance. In the immediate aftermath of Lincoln's victory, 
he urged caution and care. Responding to a request for his opinion 
from the South Carolina fire-eater Robert Barnwell Rhett Jr., Davis 
refused to give his approval to immediate secession. He informed 
Rhett of his doubt that the Mississippi legislature would call a state 
convention or even select delegates to a possible South-wide meet- 
ing. He also pointed to the difficulties he foresaw for South Carolina 
should the Palmetto State act alone. Later in November the governor 
of Mississippi brought the state’s congressional delegation together to 
discuss various alternatives in the crisis. Again cautioning against haste, 
Davis opposed any immediate and independent action by his state. In 
all probability he was somewhat surprised that a majority advocated 
prompt and direct action.” 

When he reached Washington for the momentous second session 
of the Thirty-sixth Congress, he was still striving for some way to avoid 
disaster. Willing to work with almost anyone, he reached out in every 
direction, from the Democratic president James Buchanan, to the inde- 
pendent senator John J. Crittenden, to the Republican senator William 
Henry Seward, a personal friend of Davis despite their sharp partisan 
differences.” Although discouraged to do so, he agreed to serve on the 
Committee of Thirteen, charged by the Senate to search for a way to 
reconcile Republicans and southern Democrats. He certainly made 
known his willingness to accept the leading compromise proposal, 
the Crittenden Compromise, if the Republicans would only do so.* 
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He, the Committee of Thirteen, the Senate, and Congress all failed, 
of course. No solution was found, and the states of the Deep South 
began parading out of the Union. The failure to find a political formula 
that would preserve the Union struck Davis with terrible force. The 
Union was gone, and fratricidal war loomed. 

Davis's emotional distress was palpable. What he defined as “unut- 
terable grief” afflicted him. To his old comrade and former boss Frank- 
lin Pierce he wrote sadly, “now I come to the hard task of announcing 
to you that the hour is at hand which closes my connection with the 
United States, for the independence and Union of which my father 
bled and the service of which I have sought to imitate the example he 
set for my guidance.” The next day Jefferson Davis made his final ap- 
pearance in the Senate. After briefly defending Mississippi’s decision 
to secede, he closed with memories of shared experiences and denials 
of any personal hostility. The response of his listeners reflected his own 
intense feelings.” 

Those who knew Davis and witnessed his time of trial testified to 
the emotional and psychological agony that gripped him. A family 
friend who witnessed Davis’s farewell from the Senate gallery reported 
that he “was firm and manly—but pale and evidently suffering.” After 
his remarks Davis walked down Pennsylvania Avenue with two close 
companions. His anguish was obvious. Taking the hand of one, he de- 
clared to them, “dear friends this is the saddest day of my life.” That 
night a Senate colleague remained with Davis and his wife until 3:00 
A.M. Senator William Gwin remembered a “tortured” Davis.* 

Davis emerged from the trauma of the secession winter with a 
sharply altered outlook. When he departed Washington on January 22, 
1861, he left behind the politics he had known and practiced for almost 
two decades. The formation of the Confederate States of America and 
his selection as its first president less than three weeks later confirmed 
in his mind the different perspective from which he now would view 
politics. President Jefferson Davis considered himself the leader of a 
holy crusade that he identified with the American Revolution. He told 
his inaugural audience that together they were striving “to perpetuate 
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the principles” of “our fathers.” In his first message to Congress after 
Fort Sumter, he directly associated the South of 1861 with the Ameri- 
can colonies of the 1770s. Both had been forced to break away from 
tyranny in order to preserve liberty.” 

For Davis the world of politics had changed fundamentally. The 
new Confederate States of America was not the old United States 
of America. Just as a new country had been born, so a new politics 
had come into being. To guarantee the success of the Confederate ex- 
periment, old political ways had to be put aside. This attitude was not 
unique to Davis. Many southerners hoped for, even expected, a fresh 
political day.” 

With Jefferson Davis, however, profound personal motivation pro- 
pelled his fervent insistence on a new politics. From the painful loss of 
the old Union and his place in it, he forged a passionate commitment to 
the fledgling Confederacy. And this cause could not fail. Because tradi- 
tional politics had not succeeded in saving the Union, it certainly could 
not be relied on to preserve the Confederacy. Davis always believed, and 
here he was surely right, that he gave all of himself to the Confederate 
mission. He also risked much because his responsibility was so massive. 
In his view he and the Confederate States of America were one. No 
longer a cotton planter and slaveowner, no longer a citizen of Missis- 
sippi, and no longer a public servant representing his state, he had be- 
come a Confederate. All else, from his property to his private concerns, 
had to be shunted aside (or at the least placed in storage) until Confed- 
erate triumph was assured. Davis convinced himself, albeit with some 
rationalization, that he had accomplished that storing. From every- 
one else involved in the Confederate enterprise, the South’s president 
expected, even demanded, the same full measure of selfless devotion 
that he was absolutely sure characterized his Confederate contribution. 

Awareness of this mindset is essential to comprehend Davis’s ap- 
proach to his presidential task. The posture only stiffened with time. 
‘The trials and difficulties of leading his country through an increas- 
ingly horrible war brought forth an even greater sense of dedication. 
Their list is legion—the unending criticism, which grew shriller as 
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Confederate fortunes faded; the growing burden of military reverses 
with their numbing casualty totals; the piercing personal losses, includ- 
ing his and his revered brother Joseph's plantations being overrun by 
Union soldiers, which forced the septuagenarian Joseph to become a 
wandering refugee; and most awful, his cherished five-year-old son's ac- 
cidental death at his Richmond home. His enhanced devotion ensured 
that Davis would be even more convinced of the rightness of his ways. 

Politics did exist but only on the surface. In the initial cabinet orga- 
nized in Montgomery, each state was allotted a seat. Bowing to impla- 
cable congressional pressure, Davis in 1862 removed Judah P. Benjamin 
from the War Department. Davis’s Confederate political practice was 
not, however, one in which good men could seriously disagree or any- 
one could seemingly applaud himself. Davis too often confused agree- 
ment with him with devotion to duty. Disagreement or questioning or 
any hint of egotism became for him a challenge to the cause, a sign of 
limited commitment, a signal that personal interest was primary. Indi- 
viduals who disagreed, questioned, or boasted did not deserve friendly, 
forbearing handshakes, wooing, or persuasion. Instead they merited 
brusqueness, chastisement, and belittlement. 

In the Confederacy the old politician Davis was largely absent. In 
late 1847 political associates in Mississippi asked the then-senator to 
join them in a scheme to push aside one of his rivals, a man he roundly 
disliked. Refusing, Davis replied that his “notions of propriety” would 
not permit his interference. That Jefferson Davis did not become presi- 
dent of the Confederacy. Just over a decade later in 1858, bitter words 
by Davis in the Senate prompted a challenge from Judah P. Benjamin. 
When apprised by a mutual friend of Benjamin’s reaction, Davis with- 
out pause announced: “I will make this all right at once. I have been 
wholly wrong.” Then on the floor of the Senate, he publicly apologized, 
“T cannot gainsay ... that my manner implied more than my heart 
meant.” To his fellow senators he confessed, “I always feel pained, nay, 
more, I feel humiliated, when I am in a personal controversy with any- 
body.” That Jefferson Davis did not work in Richmond between 1861 
and 1865.8 
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‘The politician who had mastered Mississippi and who had attained 
great influence in the U.S. Senate did not transfer to the Confeder- 
ate States of America. Jettisoning politics for a holy calling, Jefferson 
Davis wounded himself and his cause, perhaps fatally. 
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JEFFERSON DAVIS AND THE 
POLITICS OF SECESSION 


Because Jefferson Davis is best known as president of the Confed- 
eracy, most people assume that he advocated secession and that he 
played a leading role in breaking up the Union. These assumptions 
are simply wrong. Some historians have recognized that Davis was 
not a fire-eater, the term often used for those who preached secession 
and actively campaigned to destroy the Union, but still many of these 
scholars identify him as an extremist on sectional questions, especially 
slavery in the territories, which became the one insoluble issue in the 
crisis of the Union. According to their view, Davis’s commitment to 
extremism bound and shackled him, causing him to approach the issue 
as an ideologue, not a politician.' 

But here I will posit a different view. Without doubt Davis be- 
lieved in the constitutional right of secession, yet he had a profound 
devotion to the Union. Moreover, he never considered the southern 
situation sufficiently perilous to warrant Mississippi’s exercising her 
constitutional prerogative of secession. In addition, his perception of 
the South’s position in the Union changed between 1850 and 1860. In 
Davis’s mind these two issues—the place of the South in the Union 
and the question of secession—were inseparable. 

With his belief in the constitutionality of secession, Davis heeded 
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the states’ rights interpretation of the Constitution widely accepted 
in the South before 1861. Initially formulated by Thomas Jefferson 
and James Madison in the 1790s and pushed even further by John C. 
Calhoun in the 1820s and 1830s, this exposition argued that the states, 
through their ratifying conventions, created the Constitution and thus 
the federal government. The states, the creators, were sovereign, not the 
federal government, the created. Carried to its logical conclusion, this 
thesis maintained that just as states had decided individually to come 
into the Union, each could individually decide to leave it. But for Davis 
secession was never the preferred action; he stressed that it should only 
occur “as the last remedy, the final alternative.”” 

Assessing the place of the South, Davis operated from two fun- 
damental bases. ’To him, as to most other southerners before 1861, the 
Constitution guaranteed southerners as Americans equality in the 
nation. Davis also accepted Calhoun’s position that only the posses- 
sion of political power by the South ensured that equality. By the time 
that the Mississippian became an influential political figure in the late 
1840s, southerners viewed that equality grounded in the U.S. Senate. 
‘There were fifteen free states and fifteen slave states in the Union; 
each group had thirty senators. By this time faster population growth 
in the North had already made that section dominant in the House of 
Representatives. 

Davis burst on the national scene as a war hero after his exploits in 
Mexico in 1846 and 1847. Upon his return to Mississippi in mid-1847, 
he had to decide between two attractive offers. The governor of Missis- 
sippi offered him a vacant seat in the U.S. Senate, while the president 
of the United States offered to make him a brigadier general in the 
U.S. Army. In making his decision to appoint Davis a general, Presi- 
dent James K. Polk underscored Davis's public standing. Polk found 
“public sentiment” clamoring for Davis; he decided that to keep Mis- 
sissippi a Democratic state, he had “to yield” to that opinion. Choosing 
the Senate over the army, Davis arrived in Washington in November 
1847 as an enormously popular military hero who had rapidly ascended 
to the highest level of Mississippi politics.* 
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‘The first major political issue the new senator confronted had to do 
with equality in both senses: the South in the nation and southerners 
as Americans. He concentrated on the territories, American lands not 
yet admitted as states; his focus would remain there until the Union 
came apart. The points at issue in 1847 and 1848 were the Oregon Ter- 
ritory and, more importantly, the Mexican Cession, the area that came 
to the United States after the Mexican War: the modern Southwest, 
with the jewel of California. The specific question that absorbed the 
attention of so many, including Davis, was slavery. Would slavery be 
permitted in those territories? The answer was so critical because it 
defined the American future. From its founding, the United States 
had been both slave and free. Westward expansion had been marked 
by slave and free states marching together to the Mississippi River and 
beyond. This debate had exploded a generation earlier over slavery in 
the Louisiana Purchase, which had been settled by the Missouri Com- 
promise of 1820. As part of that agreement, a line was drawn all the way 
from the Mississippi River to the Rocky Mountains separating slavery 
from freedom. Both would continue to exist side by side. 

Between 1847 and 1850, three major responses dominated delibera- 
tion in the nation and particularly in Congress. The first proposed to 
ban slavery in any territory. This proposition became known as “free 
soil.” Even before the end of the Mexican War, its adherents had 
pushed for a measure that would mandate congressional prohibition 
of slavery anywhere in the Mexican Cession; this was the Wilmot Pro- 
viso, named for Pennsylvania congressman David Wilmot, who first 
introduced it in the House in 1846. In the late 1840s the measure passed 
the House of Representatives on a sectional vote, but the Senate always 
blocked it. In fact, before 1860 the Wilmot Proviso never won congres- 
sional approval.‘ 

Davis saw the drive for free soil as politically motivated, an attempt 
by the North to dominate the Union and in so doing to subjugate the 
South. For him all the free-soil furor had one goal: “political strife 
for sectional supremacy.” Its very notion that slavery blemished the 
nation requiring its banishment from the future appalled and even 
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angered him. Davis told the Senate that the South can never “consent 
to be a marked caste, doomed, in the progress of national growth, to be 
dwarfed into helplessness and political dependence.”” 

Finally, his reaction was quite personal. Davis had been in combat 
in Mexico; he had even suffered a wound that still hobbled him. He 
was proud of his service. “I, sir, am an American citizen,” he declared, 
and the United States is “my country.” With emotion, he embraced his 
fellow veterans from slave states, asking, “Shall the widow and orphan 
of him who died in his country’s quarrel, be excluded from the acquisi- 
tion obtained in part by his blood?” His answer was a resounding no.° 

For his own stand on the territories, Davis accepted what became 
the orthodox southern position, the second major response. Congress 
could not prohibit slavery in the national domain because slaveowners 
were citizens who had the constitutional right to take their property 
into territory belonging to all Americans. On this question John C. 
Calhoun forcefully articulated the feelings of southerners in no un- 
certain terms: “What then do we insist on is, not to extend slavery, but 
that we shall not be prohibited from immigrating with our property, 
in the territories of the United States, because we are slave-holders, 
or, in other words, we shall not on that account be disfranchised of a 
privilege possessed by all others, citizens and foreigners, without dis- 
crimination as to character, profession, or color. All, whether savage, 
barbarian, or civilized, may freely enter and remain, we only being 
excluded.” 

While Davis totally agreed with Calhoun, he was quite willing to 
search for a political solution that would deviate from Calhoun’s dec- 
laration. In other words Davis would bend. In the Senate in 1848, he 
voted with the majority on two compromise measures: one would ex- 
tend the Missouri Compromise line to the Pacific Ocean, while the 
other would give federal courts jurisdiction over slavery in the territo- 
ries. Both failed in the House. Compromise for Davis did not mean 
abandoning principle. Rather, in his view “to compromise is to waive 
the application, not to surrender the principle on which a right rests, 
and surely give no claim to further concession.” On what was to him 
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an absolutely crucial issue, he showed flexibility and a willingness to 
make a political deal.* 

‘The third important reaction to the territorial crisis would take the 
question out of Congress. Under the rubric of popular sovereignty, this 
plan would turn over the decision on slavery to the people who actu- 
ally lived in the territories. In short, this would make slavery in the 
territories a local issue, not a national one. It had the attractiveness of 
removing a volatile, seemingly intractable issue from the visible forum 
of Congress. Additionally it left conveniently vague the time at which 
the inhabitants of a territory could decide about slavery. As a result 
that date could be assigned according to the political wishes or needs 
of various adherents. At this time Davis opposed popular sovereignty, 
and he never liked it. In his mind the doctrine gave up the principle 
that southerners had the constitutional right to carry slave property 
into the common territory. But later he would lend his support to mak- 
ing popular sovereignty part of the Democratic Party’s creed. 

Between 1847 and 1849 none of these three positions commanded a 
majority in Congress. Thus the vast Mexican Cession remained unor- 
ganized. But this lack of official government organization became in- 
tolerable with the discovery of gold in California in 1849. The resulting 
flood of immigrants made organization essential. 

When the first session of the Thirty-first Congress convened in De- 
cember 1849, it faced a mountainous political problem. There is neither 
space nor need here to go into detail on the legislative history of what 
became known as the Compromise of 1850. A number of issues were 
involved as Congress tried to formulate a workable solution, but for 
Jefferson Davis one concern stood foremost—California. Men who 
often times agreed on little else made a great push to admit California 
as a state immediately. Many found this project attractive because all 
parties, even Calhoun, agreed that a state could make its own deci- 
sions on slavery; thus the prompt admission of California could finesse 
the fractious territorial issue. Everyone recognized that because of the 
makeup of its population at the time, California would join the Union 
as a free state. 
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Davis, along with other southerners, mostly Democrats, fought bit- 
terly against California statehood. They argued that admitting Cali- 
fornia immediately, without any territorial phase, was an exception to 
the policy that had previously governed the admission of new states 
since the original thirteen. All others, they correctly maintained, had 
been either part of other states or territories, except for Texas, which 
had been an independent country. According to these opponents, the 
exception for California had but one goal, to hurt the South because 
southerners would have no opportunity to emigrate with their slaves. 
More importantly for Davis and his associates, a free California would 
upset the balance of state representation in the Senate. California 
statehood would result in sixteen free states and thirty-two senators 
to fifteen slave states and thirty senators. The result of that imbalance, 
Davis believed, would mirror what had already occurred in the House, 
a northern-dominated chamber that had passed the Wilmot Proviso 
and blocked the extension of the Missouri Compromise line. 

Underscoring Davis's motive was his conviction that power derived 
from equality. The Mississippian struggled against the California bill 
to the very end. He failed, he said, not “for want of will, but for want 
of power.” With feeling so strong that he wanted to act physically, to 
tear up the bill on the floor of the Senate, Davis nevertheless could not 
round up sufficient support. The great ripping never took place.’ 

Despite Davis’s arduous efforts, the California bill passed through 
Congress in September 1850 as part of a series of measures that made 
up the Compromise of 1850. A major reason for the success of this 
compromise was the legislative skill of Senator Stephen A. Douglas 
of Illinois, a member of Davis’s party. A political dynamo who shaped 
the successful legislative strategy, Douglas would reappear in Davis’s 
future. Even though the compromise had been enacted, the Mississip- 
pian did not cease opposing it. All along he had insisted that the South 
had fundamental rights at stake, and if deprived of them, the South 
must act. 

With the adjournment of Congress, Davis took his crusade against 
California and the compromise back to Mississippi. Yet for all his 
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declaiming about violation of rights and danger to the South, his pre- 
scription for remedy never became specific. While he defined secession 
as a “catastrophe we will sincerely deplore,” he also placed “responsibil- 
ity” upon the supporters of the compromise, who in his judgment “have 
undermined the foundation on which the Union was erected.” At the 
same time, he applauded the “historical association and national pride” 
that kept the Union whole. This along with the “social links” that tied 
together families even at “extreme ends of the Union” he described as 
“magic power.”! 

Although he wanted Mississippi officially to register displeasure, 
Davis did not spell out what form that registration might take, other 
than words of opposition. Despite his vagueness, two points are abso- 
lutely clear. He never embraced the Compromise of 1850 as a political 
good as did a majority in both his state and the South in general. Also, 
he never advocated secession as some did in Mississippi and in other 
southern states, especially South Carolina. 

Davis ended up on the losing side in Mississippi, where the compro- 
mise deranged both parties. Pro-compromise forces, including a ma- 
jority of Whigs and a minority of Democrats, formed the Union Party. 
On the other side a majority of Democrats allied with a minority of 
Whigs to create what they called the State-Rights Democratic Party. 
Outright secessionists were in the State-Rights Democratic ranks, but 
Davis was not one of them; yet he was tainted by their presence. As the 
gubernatorial candidate of his new party in 1851, he never managed to 
remove entirely the disunion stigma. The Union Party swept to victory 
and handed him an embarrassing political loss, the only one he knew 
between his election to Congress in 1845 and 1860. 

This personal defeat matched the political reverse Davis believed 
the compromise had handed the South, but neither had the result he 
expected. He did not sit for long on the political sidelines. In 1853 the 
new Democratic president, Franklin Pierce, appointed Davis to the 
cabinet as secretary of war. Also, no signs emerged that the admission 
of California had generated a northern stampede over southern rights. 
In contrast the next half-dozen years persuaded Davis that he and 
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the South had a secure place in the Union and that most northern- 
ers considered southerners good Americans. A man with his convic- 
tion could still hold high office, and the South retained ample political 
power. Thus his great worries of the late 1840s and the early 1850s were 
for naught. Even the rise of the Republican Party, with its anti-South 
rhetoric and cry for free soil, did not alter Davis’s opinion. There were 
four major reasons for his optimism: his service with Pierce; the ad- 
ministration of James Buchanan; the Dred Scott decision of 1857; and 
his 1858 sojourn in Maine. 

As secretary of war, Davis became an immensely influential member 
of the Pierce administration and a close friend of the president. That 
Pierce, from New Hampshire, and cabinet colleagues from New York, 
Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and Indiana supported southern inter- 
ests impressed Davis. The administration also backed specific southern 
demands. Most important, Pierce put the force of his office behind the 
effort to repeal the Missouri Compromise. With Davis acting as an 
important agent bringing together Stephen Douglas and the president 
for a critical meeting, the Democratic Party and the Pierce administra- 
tion put their imprimatur on the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which 
opened the possibility of slavery in territory that had been closed to 
the institution by the Missouri Compromise. 

Pierce’s successor in the White House, James Buchanan of Pennsyl- 
vania, was another northern Democrat with strong southern proclivi- 
ties. When Buchanan became president in 1857, Davis returned to the 
Senate but remained a close presidential advisor. Moreover, southern- 
ers dominated the new cabinet. In addition, the administration sup- 
ported the South on the territorial issue, chiefly in a horribly mangled 
attempt to make Kansas a slave state. Not only did the Lecompton 
Constitution, which would have accomplished that goal, fail in Con- 
gress, but it also led to a fateful rupture in 1858 between Buchanan 
and southern Democrats on one side and the most popular northern 
Democrat, Senator Douglas, on the other when the latter refused to 
embrace Lecompton. Detestation replaced harmony with ill portents 
for the party, southern power, and the Union. 
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In March 1857, at the onset of Buchanan's presidency, the U.S. 
Supreme Court decided the Dred Scott case. In its ruling the court 
went far beyond deciding whether Dred Scott, a Missouri slave, was no 
longer enslaved because he had resided in free territory and a free state 
with his master, an army surgeon. While declaring Scott still a slave 
the court also ruled that Congress had no power to prohibit slavery 
in any territory. Furthermore, it even denied that blacks could be citi- 
zens. In holding against congressional prohibition, the court took its 
stand where most southerners, including Jefferson Davis, stood. Fol- 
lowing Calhoun’s assertions, legions of southerners maintained that as 
constitutionally protected property, slavery could not be banned from 
the national domain. In Davis’s view Dred Scott gave the South the 
constitutional high ground. As he saw it, the Republican Party, with 
congressional prohibition its central tenet, had had its constitutional 
props knocked away. He was confident that in any territorial test case, 
a federal court would uphold the rights of slaveholders. 

Additionally, a personal experience boosted Davis's conviction about 
the safety of the South in the Union. In the summer and fall of 1858, 
he spent several months in Maine recuperating from a serious illness. 
‘The warmth of his reception delighted and surprised the Mississip- 
pian. As he traveled through the state, he made several speeches, which 
generated a positive response. When he spoke he praised the Union 
and asserted that the North and South shared a common history and 
interlocking interests. 

Davis rejoiced in the “common sense of nationality beat[ing] in ev- 
ery bosom.” If Maine were ever in danger, he declared that Mississippi 
would rush to her rescue. In turn he was confident that Maine would 
do the same for Mississippi. Denouncing those he termed “trifling 
politicians” trying to divide the country, he employed a farmer’s meta- 
phor: “they are like the mosquitoes around the ox; they annoy, but they 
cannot wound, and never kill.”” 

Thus Davis saw North and South together. He did not perceive 
the North perpetrating an all-out assault on the South. In his view 
the South had on its side northern friends, political power, and the 
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Constitution. And not unimportant to an ambitious politician, Jeffer- 
son Davis was listened to not only in Mississippi but also in Washing- 
ton and even Maine. 

While still in Maine savoring his unexpected personal triumph, 
Davis was ambushed. He expected attacks from Republicans and some 
northern Democrats, even from a few southerners outside the Dem- 
ocratic Party, but he certainly did not anticipate assault from other 
southern Democrats. But they are exactly who struck him, men carry- 
ing the same states’-rights banner he so proudly upheld. Word came to 
him from allies in Mississippi that he was facing criticism in his own 
state and elsewhere in the South. Why? Rumors were circulating that 
Davis had declared the Union inviolable, which if true meant that se- 
cession would be unconstitutional. Davis hurried to deny this accusa- 
tion. Truthfully he responded that he had praised the Union but had 
never denied the right of secession. 

‘These denials did not, however, quiet the furor concentrated among 
the extreme southern-rights men, who operated on Davis’s sectional 
left. In condemnation an Alabama editor described him as “a pitiable 
spectacle of human weakness and political equivocation.” In Missis- 
sippi his arch-rival and fellow U.S. senator, Albert G. Brown, strove to 
best Davis as a defender of the South by staking out extreme political 
ground. Depicting a rapacious North determined to destroy slavery at 
all costs, Brown set up a simple choice for the South: give up either 
slavery or the Union. He claimed it was “madness” for anyone to think 
the onrushing tide of abolition could be halted or turned back. A num- 
ber of Democratic newspapers in the state supported Brown, though 
the leading one, the Jackson Mississippian, remained stalwart for Davis. 
Bemused by the Democratic division, anti-Democrats in the state 
noted Brown's efforts to make political capital at Davis’s expense. One 
of their major papers found hilarity in the intraparty political com- 
bat: “As Jeff. Davis goes North, Brown comes South. ... Davis goes to 
Portland and Brown goes to the equator,” chortled the editor. “If Davis 
should penetrate further into Maine, we shall probably hear of Brown 


bathing in the crater of a volcano.”” 
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On the defensive, Davis fought back. He realized that his base and 
his prominence in Mississippi were at stake. Davis wrote public letters, 
made speeches, and finally at the request of supporters put out a brief 
volume of his speeches, chiefly those made in New England in 1858. 
His dedication provided the key to his efforts: “I have been induced 
by the persistent misrepresentation of popular addresses made by me 
at the North during 1858 to collect them ...to present the whole .. . to 
the end that the case may be fairly before those whose judgment I am 
willing to stand of fall.”* 

Even while working to secure his standing in Mississippi, Davis also 
strove to find a middle way on the territorial issue between southern 
fire-eaters like Brown, who were crying for a slave code for the territo- 
ries (that is, that Congress should do for the territories what individual 
slave states did within their borders), and northern Democrats unalter- 
ably opposed to a congressional slave code. In short, he hoped to unify 
his party on the most contentious question of the day. 

Davis did make a proposal for the territories, though not a slave 
code, which most historians claim he made. In fact he deemed such 
a code unnecessary; moreover, he did not believe it could get through 
Congress. He worried about “over action by our friends,” cautioning 
southerners not to push for too much. Davis simply wanted a state- 
ment of principle based on Dred Scott that stipulated that slaveholders 
had the right to take their slave property into the territories. He wanted 
no action. At the same time, Stephen Douglas asserted that no mat- 
ter what the Dred Scott decision held, if local (territorial) legislation 
did not protect the institution, then the ruling was useless. There was 
a crucial difference between Douglas and Davis, however—Davis em- 
phasized the constitutional point, which Douglas basically disregarded. 
‘The Senate in 1860 did pass Davis’s resolution, but he never managed 
to have his plan viewed as the moderate measure around which, as he 
saw it, all good, patriotic citizens could rally. Both the fire-eaters like 
Brown and Douglas rejected Davis’s proposition—the former because 
they wanted no settlement, the latter because he recognized that it 
could co-opt him and upset his presidential ambitions." 
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While Davis’s hopes on the territorial question did not materialize, 
he also found it impossible to implement his strategy for his party in 
1860. He wanted Douglas pushed aside; too many southerners, Jeffer- 
son Davis included, distrusted him. Yet at the same time they consid- 
ered a northerner essential as the party’s presidential nominee. Davis 
desired a noncontroversial northern candidate and no specific plat- 
form, just a vague call for the Union and patriotism, rightly fearing 
that the party could not agree on a platform anyway. But Davis's hopes 
were shattered in the Democratic convention of 1860. Both the south- 
ern extremists and the Douglas men rejected his scenario. The conven- 
tion came apart over both platform and candidate. Attempts to restore 
party unity failed. Eventually the Democrats fielded two candidates, 
one northern, Douglas, and one southern, Vice President John C. 
Breckinridge of Kentucky. As a seasoned professional politician, Davis 
realized that this division probably meant a Republican victory. 

In the political storms of the late 1850s and 1860, Davis kept himself 
dominant in Mississippi, but he failed to find for his party a national 
middle way. All the while the political rhetoric in the Deep South was 
becoming bolder and more strident in anticipation of a possible Re- 
publican victory in the presidential election. The Mississippi Demo- 
cratic Convention of 1859 even termed that outcome in and of itself a 
hostile act toward the South. 

Davis himself had uttered similar remarks. After all, he had to pro- 
tect himself in Mississippi, where Brown and his forces were always 
alert for anything they could brand as Davis’s softness on slavery or the 
sectional question. He had declared that he would feel “disgraced by liv- 
ing under an abolition government.” Under an abolitionist president, he 
told Mississippians, “you will become subjects of a hostile government.” 
In the heat of a political speech Davis could match the extremists. 
Campaigning in Vicksburg in 1860, he proclaimed that if Mississippi 
resisted a Republican administration, he would be with her. “I will plant 
[her flag] upon the crest of battle and gathering around me Mississippi's 
best and bravest, will welcome the invader to the harvest of death; and 
future generations will point to a small hillock upon our border, which 
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will tell the reception with which the invader met upon our soil.”® 


Yet Davis usually quickly inserted caveats in any remarks about the 
election of 1860 and what the South should do if a Republican were 
elected. At times he would substitute “abolitionist” for “Republican”; 
noting that all Republicans were not abolitionists, he said it would de- 
pend on the person. On the Senate floor he denied having ever said 
that the election of a Republican would require secession. Secession 
would occur only if the Republican president would not govern accord- 
ing to the Constitution “but pervert it to [the South’s] destruction.” At 
a rally in Mississippi in 1860, he was asked directly if the election of 
Abraham Lincoln would justify secession. Davis answered yes if, but 
only if, it were determined that Lincoln really was a black Republican, 
or abolitionist. He kept trying to leave at least a crack in his secession- 
ist rhetoric." 

In early November came the news Davis had been both expecting 
and dreading, Lincoln’s election as president. Yet the senator did not 
rush to join the secession bandwagon. In fact he tried to slow it down. 
Responding to an inquiry from a South Carolina fire-eater, Davis said 
that Mississippi would not secede alone. Furthermore, he told his cor- 
respondent that South Carolina should wait to see what the South 
would do, not rush out on its own. When the governor of his state 
called a meeting in Jackson of the congressional delegation to consult 
on the proper reaction to Lincoln’s victory, Davis urged caution. But he 
alone counseled against immediate action. Before these deliberations 
concluded, Davis received a telegram urging him to come promptly to 
Washington. He left Jackson but informed his associates that he would 
be governed by their decision.” 

Davis desperately hoped for some kind of deal in Congress between 
southern Democrats and Republicans that would hold the Union to- 
gether. In the frantic month of December 1860, his hopes rose and fell. 
By mid-month he had given up on the Union, signing a statement 
proclaiming, “the argument is exhausted.” But on the twenty-first he 
agreed to serve on a special Senate committee of thirteen, charged to 
find a settlement to the crisis." 
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‘The major proposal before the Senate and the committee was known 
as the Crittenden Compromise, named for its sponsor John. J. Crit- 
tenden, senator from Kentucky and one-time protégé of Henry Clay, 
the great compromiser. ‘The key feature of the Crittenden Compro- 
mise would extend the Missouri Compromise line westward through 
the Mexican Cession, leaving California intact. Davis, along with the 
other Democrats on the committee, signaled their acceptance of the 
proposal provided that Republicans did also. But all five Republicans 
united in refusing to do so. Recognizing its failure, the committee at 
the end of the month reported to the Senate that it could not agree on 
Crittenden or any other compromise measure. 

At this point Davis gave up. “My hope of an honorable peaceable 
settlement was not abandoned until the report of the Com.,” he wrote 
a few years later. He then joined in conversations concerning a new 
southern government, though without elation. Reluctantly he let the 
Union go. Davis remained in Washington until he received official 
notice of Mississippi’s secession on January 19, 1861. Two days later he 
gave his farewell to the Senate. To a friend he called it “the saddest day 
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of my life. 
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JEFFERSON DAVIS AND STATES’ RIGHTS 
IN THE CONFEDERACY 


States’ rights and its influence on the Confederate States of America 
is a staple of southern history. Perhaps its most famous, and in some 
ways most lasting, formulation came in 1925 when historian Frank L. 
Owsley penned his famous epitaph for the Confederacy—“Died of 
State Rights.” Jefferson Davis, as Confederate president, was certainly 
at the center of this issue, especially the extent to which he promoted 
the doctrine in the South or jettisoned it in favor of centralized power 
during a time of war. Two distinct, though closely related, questions 
more pointedly focus the discussion on Davis’s role in promoting or 
retarding states’ rights. First, did a sharp difference on states’ rights ex- 
ist between the antebellum and the Confederate Davis? Second, did 
Davis and the issue of states’ rights have significant sway on the course 
of Confederate history?! 

Davis is generally depicted as a steadfast states’ righter, in my judg- 
ment correctly so. Early in his political career, he identified with what 
legions of southerners regarded as the orthodox states’ rights doctrine 
formulated by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison and given politi- 
cal expression in the Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions of 1798 and 
1799. In fact Davis absorbed the ideological testament even before his 
political career began, for he identified himself as a Democrat and 
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follower of Andrew Jackson, who in Davis’s mind had revitalized the 
old Jeffersonian party. He also proudly professed loyalty to the ideas 
of the leading states’ rights spokesman of his day, John C. Calhoun. 
Of course, by the 1830s Jackson and Calhoun had become political en- 
emies, but Davis never acknowledged their falling out, maintaining his 
twin loyalty. 

As a newly elected congressman, Davis proved his doctrinal ortho- 
doxy by opposing even the venerated Calhoun on a constitutional is- 
sue. In his quest to unite the South and the West, and to further his 
own presidential ambitions, Calhoun in the mid-1840s came up with 
the idea of the “inland sea.” He used this inventive approach to get 
around the traditional states’ rights opposition to internal improve- 
ments, federal expenditures for state and local projects usually con- 
nected with transportation. In this scheme the South Carolinian des- 
ignated the Mississippi River and its major tributaries as the “inland 
sea.” In this guise federal expenditures could pass states’ rights muster, 
for all agreed that the national government could support coastal im- 
provements such as lighthouses and harbors.’ 

Addressing the House in 1846, Davis announced that he could not 
go along with Calhoun’s stance. He repeated the pure states’ rights gos- 
pel that decreed that the Constitution had to be strictly constructed 
and that Congress only possessed the powers specifically granted to 
it in the written Constitution. “To all which has been said of the in- 
herent powers of the Government, I answer, it is the creature of the 
States.” Thus according to Davis, the federal government “could have 
no inherent power, all it preserves was delegated by the States, and it 
is therefore that our Constitution is not an instrument of limitations, 
but of grants.”® 

All through the 1850s Davis adhered to his oft-stated belief that 
states’ rights, the inherent power residing in the individual states, re- 
mained at the core of the Constitution and American liberty. To a Mis- 
sissippi audience in 1858, he made absolutely clear his view: “I would 
cling tenaciously to our constitutional Government, seeing as I do in 
the fraternal Union of equal States.” Speaking before the Senate for 
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the final time in January 1861, Davis defended secession as “an essential 
attribute of State sovereignty.”* 

Yet there was one huge caveat in Davis’s devotion to states’ rights: 
national defense, or what today we would call national security. In this 
area he did not hold to a strict ideological position. In fact in this mat- 


ter he found himself in Calhoun’s spot with his “inland sea,” with states’ 


rights purists faulting him. The key issue was a transcontinental rail- 
road. As secretary of war from 1853 to 1857, Davis had responsibility for 
the military defense of the country. By this time, of course, the United 
States had become a continental nation. The Oregon Territory had 
been organized in 1849 and California admitted as a state a year later. 

As secretary of war, Davis worried about the potential menace to the 
Pacific Coast of a foreign maritime power, for example, Great Britain. 
Combating a threat on that coast with forces from the eastern sea- 
board required a lengthy transit: either by sea to Central America, then 
overland to the Pacific, and again by sea up to California; or by sea all 
the way around Cape Horn at the tip of South America. In Davis’s 
opinion such an incredibly long supply line made defending the West 
Coast basically impossible. Moreover, he faced the ever-increasing 
problem of protecting the growing number of American settlers head- 
ing across the plains toward the Rocky Mountains. Attempting to cope 
with these assignments, the U.S. Army confronted tremendous logisti- 
cal and operational difficulties. 

Secretary Davis thought a transcontinental railroad the only real 
answer to this problem. Until one could be built, though, he turned 
to various stopgaps like the famous camel experiment. In this venture 
Davis intended to use camels in the southwestern desert for transpor- 
tation and fighting. Convinced by Turkish and French examples, he 
believed employing these desert-friendly animals in place of horses 
and mules would give American soldiers an advantage in the vast arid 
landscape stretching westward from central Texas. Indeed, initial tri- 
als proved promising. But for Davis this initiative was only temporary. 

He wanted a railroad to the Pacific, and he urged Congress to 
authorize its construction. Even more, he advocated that the U.S. 
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government build it. In doing so he perceived no constitutional dif- 
ficulty. First and foremost, he pointed out that the Constitution had 
delegated (a favorite word of strict constructionists) to the federal gov- 
ernment the duty of defending the nation. He went on to say that 
the government owned the territory and the railroads would be con- 
structed mostly on federal land, chiefly for military purposes.° 

But during his years as war secretary, Davis’s hopes for a government- 
built railroad never materialized. States’ rights opponents, chiefly 
southerners, attacked the proposal, using language that Davis had used 
against Calhoun’s propositions for the Mississippi Valley. Then the po- 
litical problem of an eastern terminus caused gridlock. All assumed 
there would be only one route, and southerners and northerners were 
determined that their section would win the prize. 

When Davis returned to the Senate in 1857, he continued to press 
for the railroad, utilizing the same arguments. To overcome constitu- 
tional and political problems, he and others suggested contracting with 
private companies, using public lands and government loans to pay the 
cost, but this proved futile. Once more, southern states’ rights purists 
fought against the senator and the railroad. But for Jefferson Davis the 
needs of national defense overrode the niceties of states’ rights consti- 
tutionalism. Ultimately constitutional objections and sectional politics 
stymied railroad proponents—no transcontinental railroad was built 
before the Civil War.° 

‘The creation of the Confederate States of America in 1861 did not 
end the states’ rights debate. The founders of the new country made 
states’ rights a fundamental building stone of their constitution. ‘The 
preamble spoke of “each State acting in its sovereign and indepen- 
dent character.” Davis certainly did not oppose such emphasis. At the 
outset of his administration, he utilized the same states’ rights lan- 
guage he had long employed in Washington and Mississippi. In his 
inaugural as provisional president, he noted that “sovereign States” 
made up the Confederacy. That same phrase appeared in his mes- 
sage to the special session of the Confederate Congress he called after 
Fort Sumter.’ 
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But issues of national defense quickly came to the fore. The firing on 
Fort Sumter and the outbreak of war occurred only two months after 
Davis had taken office as provisional president. The government, still 
under construction, quickly moved to a war footing. From the outset 
Davis foresaw a long, tough struggle. For example, he urged Congress 
to authorize enlistments in the army for the duration of the conflict, or 
at least three years. Yet he was only able to get authorization for one- 
year enlistments from a Congress that preferred six months. 

Still, Davis did not simply jettison his long-term allegiance to the 
holy writ of states’ rights. In an address to the Army of Tennessee in 
October 1863, he proclaimed that the Confederacy had been “forced 
to take up arms to vindicate the political rights, the freedom, equality, 
and State sovereignty which were the heritage purchased by the blood 
of your revolutionary sires.” As late as the fall of 1864, in a circular letter 
to six governors, he remained quite cognizant of the rights of states.* 

At the same time, however, the course of the war shaped his sense 
of duty and his view of appropriate public policy. In the spring of 1862, 
fearing the decimation of Confederate ranks with the expiration of 
twelve-month enlistments, he proposed the first national conscription 
law in American history. Prompt attacks on conscription as an uncon- 
stitutional aggrandizement of power by the central government poured 
forth. One of the most notable assaults came from Georgia’s governor, 
Joseph Brown, who claimed that Congress could call the state militias 
to suppress invasion and also provide for organizing and disciplining 
those units. The constitutional power of the central government to 
raise and maintain armies stopped there. For Brown, Davis's proposal 
violated the constitution in a naked power grab. 

Responding, the president averred that the constitution made the 
central government responsible for national defense; specifically it au- 
thorized Congress to organize and maintain armies. In sum, Davis 
argued as he had as a U.S. cabinet officer and senator in the 1850s: na- 
tional defense required national action. As he read the United States 
and the Confederate States constitutions, both gave the central gov- 
ernment the duty to defend the nation. Each unambiguously granted 
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power to Congress to raise and maintain armies. Thus in his mind, 
conscription easily passed the constitutional test. Davis made similar 
arguments about instituting impressment and suppressing habeas cor- 
pus. Yet his case never convinced Brown and others like him who de- 
scribed Davis as a power-mad despot determined to augment national 
authority and in so doing destroy what had been fundamental at the 
birth of the Confederacy, states’ rights.’ 

‘This essay is not the place for a lengthy discussion of Confeder- 
ate politics, but I do want to make some general comments. In his 
pathbreaking book on Confederate politics, The Confederate Republic, 
George Rable correctly avoids placing states’ rights at the center of de- 
bate. He instead offers “the politics of national unity” versus “the poli- 
tics of liberty” as the fault line dividing Confederates politically. This 
formulation is both thoughtful and legitimate. For those committed 
to the “politics of national unity,” Confederate independence stood as 
the key goal. In the name of national independence, they would sup- 
port legislative initiatives such as conscription as well as the growth of 
executive power. In contrast, the followers of “the politics of liberty” 
interpreted laws like conscription and increasing executive authority as 
dangerous threats to fundamental rights and liberties. These men often 
expressed their views in the language of states’ rights, arguing that con- 
solidation of national and executive power threatened the destruction 
of liberty best protected by the individual states." 

Fitting Davis neatly into one of these two patterns is problematical, 
however. He was absolutely committed to national unity, supporting 
a number of measures making both the central government in general 
and the executive in particular more powerful. Yet in his mind such 
powers had but one end, protecting Confederate liberty, the liberty 
both of the country and of its citizens. He made that point time and 
time again. Davis’s message to Congress in December 1863 approached 
eloquence: “Whatever obstinacy may be displayed by the enemy in his 
desperate sacrifice of money, life, and liberty in the hope of enslaving 
us, the experience of mankind has too conclusively shown the splendid 
endurance of those who fight for home, liberty, and independence to 


Jefferson Davis and the Civil War Era 


permit any doubt of the result.” In speeches before audiences of hard- 
pressed Confederate civilians in the fall of 1864, the president exhorted 
“a free and independent people” who were “fighting for existence” to 
continue the struggle, which would surely secure their liberty. In his 
script all the sacrifices, including conscription, imprisonment, priva- 
tion, death, and destruction, would have a glorious outcome, indepen- 
dence and liberty. For Davis then, failure of the Confederate nation 
meant enslavement, the utter loss of rights and liberty, for Confeder- 
ate citizens. Thus Davis probably would have difficulty accepting the 
separation Rable has devised." 

Based on my research, what is most striking in Confederate politi- 
cal history is the ineffectiveness of those politicians practicing Rable’s 
“politics of liberty.” I have found no broad opposition to Davis or to 
a Confederate government strengthened to wage war. In fact, I think 
many historians, Rable excluded, have been misled by the shrillness 
and extremism of opponents like Robert Barnwell Rhett in the vi- 
ciously anti-Davis Charleston (South Carolina) Mercury, Representative 
Henry S. Foote of Tennessee, and especially the Georgians, Governor 
Brown, former cabinet member and army general Robert Toombs, and 
Vice President Alexander H. Stephens. From this group I exclude a 
man often included, Governor Zebulon B. Vance of North Carolina, 
because he does not belong. Davis correctly considered Vance a loyal 
Confederate who worked zealously for the cause, often with the presi- 
dent. Vance even managed to vanquish the major anti-Davis, anti- 
Confederate movement in his state.” 

“Shrill” and “extreme” are nearly inadequate terms for describing 
the opposition leaders. Denouncing Davis as “vain, selfish, overbear- 
ing, ambitious, [and] intriguing,” Foote shouted for “people to rise, 
sword in hand, to put down the domestic tyrant who thus sought to 
invade their rights.” To Toombs the president was a “stupid, malignant 
wretch.” One word sufficed for the vice president’s opinion, “execrable.” 
Alexander’s brother Linton turned to a classical allusion, suggesting 
“perhaps” only a Brutus could save the Confederacy from the “little, 
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conceited, dogged knave and fool. 
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Yet for all their fulminations, those visceral opponents of Davis 
had practically no success. The Confederate Congress usually gave 
the president the legislation and the authority he requested. No mat- 
ter the vituperation of Davis’s political foes, Congress never acted in 
any significant way to curtail executive prerogatives. Even in Georgia, 
the home of the most luminous group of Davis enemies, Brown, the 
Stephens brothers, Toombs, and their allies could not carry the state 
into their camp. The president retained the support of both the state’s 
senators, and the Georgia legislature never adopted a strong anti-Davis 
stance despite the opposition’s efforts. Until the end of the war, no one 
doubted that Jefferson Davis was the president. In a real sense all the 
sound and fury was just that, sound and fury. 

Returning to the two questions in the opening paragraph, my an- 
swer to both is negative. I do not detect any notable difference on the 
question of states’ rights between the antebellum politician Jefferson 
Davis and the Confederate president. Before the war as well as during 
it, he professed a commitment to states’ rights as he understood the 
term. That understanding entailed states’ rights giving way to central 
power whenever national defense was the issue. As he made clear on 
so many occasions, Davis insisted that both the U.S. Constitution and 
the Confederate Constitution delegated to the respective central gov- 
ernments responsibility for national defense and the authority to carry 
out that responsibility. 

Furthermore, I see little evidence that clamor over states’ rights had 
much effect on the fortunes of the Confederacy or on the ultimate out- 
come of the war. Yes, opponents of Davis and his administration did at 
times utilize the vocabulary of states’ rights, but they rarely did so with 
any effectiveness. There was almost an inverse relationship between 
the volume of the anti-Davis states’ rights rhetoric and the accom- 
plishments of those shrieking. Thus the influence and the importance 
of states’ rights in the Confederacy, and especially in its demise, have 
been greatly exaggerated. 
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JEFFERSON DAVIS AND THE POLITICS 
OF CONFEDERATE COMMAND 


Before 1861, Jefferson Davis's chief occupation was politics. To be sure, 
he had other vocations. In early manhood he had served as an officer 
in the U.S. Army, and since the mid-1830s he had been a cotton planter. 
But from his selection in 1844 as a Democratic presidential elector in 
Mississippi, he had concentrated on politics, a dedication that resulted 
in a notable political career—holding seats at various times in the U.S. 
House of Representatives, the U.S. Senate, and the cabinet. In the 1850s 
Davis established himself as the dominant political figure in Missis- 
sippi. By the end of the decade, he had become a major leader in the 
Senate and in the nation, not just in his state and section. 

Abiding by the conventions of his time, Davis claimed that he had 
no interest in appointive or elective office. Yet as his résumé shows, he 
had an overwhelming interest. He really did not want to remain on 
his Mississippi plantation but wanted to win office. To reach and then 
maintain his political position, he constantly campaigned and tended 
to constituent services. From 1845, when he entered the House, until 
the breakup of the Union, Davis was an absentee planter, spending 
considerably more time in Washington than in Mississippi. In 1860 
he was a professional politician and an extraordinarily successful one. 
When the cataclysm of the secession crisis ripped the nation, it also 
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tore Davis. He was no fire-eater, no sectional extremist. Although he 
believed in the constitutionality of secession, he never advocated leav- 
ing the Union. And he always identified himself as an American, one 
who looked to the flag “with the affection of early love.” That his father 
had fought in the American Revolution gave Davis special pride. His 
own combat wound suffered during the Mexican War he counted as a 
badge of honor. Davis saw no contradiction between owning slaves as 
a representative of a slave state and devotion to his country. Rejecting 
the notion propounded by Republican politicians like Abraham Lin- 
coln that the nation could not exist half-slave and half-free, he pointed 
to great American heroes like George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, 
Andrew Jackson, and Zachary Taylor, slaveowners all. Furthermore, the 
Constitution in his judgment protected slavery, a view shared by the 
U.S. Supreme Court." 

Even Lincoln’s election in 1860 did not turn Davis into a secession- 
ist. After all, fully 60 percent of American voters cast their ballots for 
candidates who had no problem with perpetuating slavery in the na- 
tion. In his state and to other southerners, Davis counseled caution. In 
the Senate, for himself and for his country, he strove to find a way to 
avoid the disintegration of the Union. He did not succeed. His own 
rhetoric trapped him just as the dynamics of southern and Republican 
politics trapped the country. 

‘The failure of the Union massively affected Davis. ‘The old politics, 
the style and system he had mastered, had failed. He believed that am- 
bition and selfishness had led men to lose sight of the main goal, pre- 
serving the constitutional Union of the Founding Fathers. Davis called 
his departure from the Senate “the saddest day of my life” and never 
forgot 1861, when the Union he treasured disappeared. After the Civil 
War he would even sign the books he acquired on page sixty-one.’ 

For Davis, the creation of the Confederate States of America in Feb- 
ruary 1861 opened a new political world. It could not, would not, fail. 
‘The birth of the southern nation caught him in motion. He was throw- 
ing off the old politics but unsure of the new; he would have to find a 
new political center. Chosen president, Davis discovered that new core 
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in his total commitment to the fledgling nation. “Our cause is just and 
holy,” he announced to the Confederate Congress in April 1861. Over 
the next four years, words like “just,” “holy,” “noble,” “sacred,” and “sac- 
rifice” filled his public statements and pervaded his personal letters.’ 

As president of the infant nation, Jefferson Davis would lead its 
quest for independence. For him that quest quickly became a cru- 
sade. He would make an indelible imprint on the political world of 
the Confederacy. That world included the military, for the Confeder- 
ate Constitution, like its U.S. counterpart, designated the president as 
commander in chief of all armed forces. The military quickly assumed 
a central place because almost from birth the Confederacy found it- 
self immersed in the cauldron of war. Only two months separated the 
establishment of the Confederacy and the firing on Fort Sumter. Of 
course, the military world would never exist in a vacuum divorced from 
the civilian universe. In the South, as in the Union, powerful bonds 
connected the soldiers and the civilians. In this essay, however, I will 
concentrate on the military, but even with that concentration my com- 
ments will reveal the inseparability. 

In the South military affairs and operations were conducted in a 
political environment. This fact is fundamental. ’Too often those who 
discuss Confederate military history treat it as beyond or apart from 
politics, except for the individual politics of personality squabbles. That 
approach is absolutely wrong. The entire subject of Confederate mili- 
tary history is in a basic sense political. Of course, all American wars 
occur within a political framework. Yet a strong case exists to place the 
Civil War, for both sides, as the foremost political war. 

This reality did not escape Davis. His antebellum background pre- 
pared him for it. He understood that political considerations formed 
the keystone of Confederate military policy. To a wartime aide he spoke 
of having “to conduct a war and a political campaign as a joint opera- 
tion.” His speaking of being compelled clearly indicates that combin- 
ing the military and political did not please him; yet in his own words 
he never forgot “the necessity of consulting public opinion instead of 
being guided simply by military principles.”* 


Jefferson Davis and the Politics of Confederate Command 


43 


44 


It is impossible here to discuss all aspects of Confederate command 
and the politics of command. To make this study manageable, I will 
focus on Davis’s actions and decisions in three critical areas, each cen- 
tral to the politics of command: strategic fundamentals, high-level 
appointments, and command relationships. 

At the onset of the conflict, Confederates considered the size of 
their country, stretching more than a thousand miles from the Atlan- 
tic Ocean westward across the Mississippi to Texas, a strategic military 
asset. The Union faced an immense task to subdue a widely scattered 
population and occupy so much territory. But at the same time, this 
presumed positive posed a severe problem for the Confederate presi- 
dent. He would have defend the immensity, or at least make choices 
about which portions to defend, should the United States mount of- 
fensive operations sufficiently powerful to threaten the entire border. 

When the Union did make precisely such an assault, the Confederate 
defense line was stretched far too thin, breaking at several points. Since 
the 1860s, critics have pounded Davis for failing to honor the great mil- 
itary principle of concentration. He should have decided, they argue, 
what areas were key and concentrated southern forces at these points.’ 

Such criticisms assume that the president as commander in chief 
dealt with military problems as hermetically sealed from all other in- 
fluences. Davis knew better, however. He understood that decisions 
about what and where to defend in his far-flung country were political 
as well as military. Discussing that specific topic, in 1863 he informed 
his commander in the vast Trans- Mississippi theater that “the general 
truth, that power increased by the concentration of an army, is, under 
our peculiar circumstances, subject to modification.” He went on to 
amplify, “The evacuation of any portion of territory involves not only 
the loss of supplies, but in every instance has been attended by a greater 
or less loss of troops.” As a result each situation presented “a complex 
problem to solve.” After the war Davis addressed his critics on strate- 
gic concentration. “It was easy to say other places were less important,” 
he noted, “and it was the frequent plea, but if it had been heeded as 
advised, dissatisfaction, distress, desertions of soldiers, [and] opposi- 
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tion of State Govts. would have soon changed ‘apathy’ into collapse.”* 

Time and again political and military authorities both told Davis 
that loyalty depended upon defense. For many in Confederate uni- 
forms, the great motive to fight came from defense of home against 
an invader. Home meant locality, maybe even one’s state, but often did 
not extend beyond those boundaries. In 1862 this was especially true in 
Davis’s far west, the Trans- Mississippi, where the commanding general 
reported citizens and state troops “luke warm” and “disheartened.” The 
president fully comprehended that situation, assuring political leaders 
that “no effect should be spared to promote the defense of the Trans- 
Missi. Dept.” To overcome any thought of local primacy, he asserted in 
July 1863 to the governor of Arkansas, “the states of the Confederacy 
can have but one fortune.” Davis realized both that the war itself was 
forging a Confederate nationalism nonexistent before 1861 and that the 
process was as yet incomplete.’ 

For Davis, the supreme Confederate loyalist, the existence of this 
tentative allegiance was difficult to acknowledge. But accept it he did. 
He remarked on “the absence of any national character in our confeder- 
ation.” Confederate loyalty had to be built. Furthermore, he recognized 
the crucible of war as an extraordinary moment for its construction.’ 

Throughout the war Davis strove to meld the political and military. 
Of course, he did not always succeed, a fact that he recognized. Yet even 
the virtuoso Abraham Lincoln might not have succeeded completely. 
Still, Davis merits substantial credit for comprehending the funda- 
mental political reality that he had to face in his strategic decisions. 

In making major military appointments, Davis, as did Lincoln, had 
to contend with the civilian-professional quandary. Whereof leader- 
ship? No doubt can exist about Davis’s preference. As a proud alumnus 
of West Point and a former regular-army officer, Davis had defended 
both the military academy and the regular army as an antebellum poli- 
tician. As president of the Confederacy, he preferred professionals, and 
at the highest rank he placed only professionals. Every full general was 
a graduate of West Point and had seen service in the regular army. Yet 
Davis did not confuse his country with Prussia. He knew he would 
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have to appoint political generals too. Practically speaking, there just 
were not enough professionals to staff the Confederate army. 

In his appointments and assignments of officers, Davis took politics 
into account in two different ways. First, he wanted his political gener- 
als to have a positive effect on his administration and his cause. Second, 
even when dealing with professionals, he took seriously the view of 
political leaders in making assignments. Three illustrations make this 
point clearly. 

Discussing appointments with Governor Isham Harris of Tennessee 
in the summer of 1861, Davis made clear his awareness of the political 
value accruing from the right choices. Harris expressed concern that 
the president had paid too little attention to previous political affilia- 
tions in awarding army commissions to Tennesseans. According to the 
governor, “positive political necessity” required more military slots for 
former Whigs. Explaining his initial selections, Davis responded, “the 
magnitude and supreme importance of the present crisis” had caused 
him “to forget the past.” Yet he thanked Harris for advice that “shall 
not be disregarded” and urged him to write frequently and candidly.’ 

Likewise, in the summer of 1862, Davis faced a nagging political 
problem in South Carolina caused by the unpopularity of the general 
he had placed in command along the South Atlantic coast. At the cen- 
ter of this situation was John C. Pemberton, a Philadelphia-born West 
Pointer who followed his Virginia wife into the Confederacy. Pem- 
berton was one of those officers who, without ever having done any- 
thing to warrant it, enjoyed an excellent military reputation, an opinion 
shared by Davis. The president considered him a selfless patriot com- 
mitted to the Confederate cause. In the spring of 1862, Major General 
Pemberton, with headquarters in Charleston, assumed his duties as 
commander. 

Despite his reputation, the transplanted Pennsylvanian never be- 
came acceptable to South Carolinians, especially Governor Francis W. 
Pickens, who urged Davis to remove Pemberton. Pickens said sim- 
ply that the general could not generate public support, no matter his 
military standing. Although Davis defended Pemberton, amazingly 


Jefferson Davis and the Civil War Era 


calling him “one of the best Generals in our service,” he realized that 
political considerations required a change. Having reached this conclu- 
sion, the president made a shrewd political-military move. When he 
reassigned Pemberton, he replaced him in September 1862 with Gen- 
eral Pierre G. T. Beauregard, the victor of Fort Sumter and a favor- 
ite in South Carolina. Earlier that summer Davis had decided that 
Beauregard, the first Confederate military hero, was no longer fit to 
head a major field army, but the South Atlantic slot was an accept- 
able assignment because it entailed chiefly coastal defense requiring 
the engineering skills Beauregard possessed. Thus Davis found what 
he considered an appropriate position for a senior general and at the 
same time reaped the political profit from a grateful and pleased state 
governor and citizenry." 

‘The following year Davis counseled his Trans-Mississippi com- 
mander, Lieutenant General Edmund Kirby Smith, on the need to 
cultivate state officials. He knew that Smith could never meet all local 
demands, but he advised his general, “much discontent may be avoided 
by giving such explanations to the Governors of the States as will 
prevent them from misconstruing your action.” Davis concluded that 
the governors could become Smith’s “valuable coadjutors.” Heeding 
this advice, Smith invited notables from the four states in his depart- 
ment to meet in Marshall, Texas. Governors, members of Congress, 
and other prominent men from Arkansas, Louisiana, Missouri, and 
Texas attended. The conferees, in published proceedings, proclaimed 
the fidelity of the Trans-Mississippi and their personal confidence in 
the cause. In this instance civil-military relations meshed perfectly." 

To this point in the war, Davis merits high marks for perceptiveness 
and attention to the political dimensions of his job as commander in 
chief. Although not always happy, he did not betray his prewar political 
professionalism. But in all politics, personal relationships are critical; 
they often determine success or failure. No political leader can main- 
tain effectiveness if that person cannot deal effectively with people. 
By most accounts Davis too often failed in this regard. But why did 
he fail? Historians have employed an impressive array of pejorative 
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adjectives and phrases to describe Davis’s personal deficiencies: small- 
mindedness, self-righteousness, perverted loyalty, intolerance of dis- 
sent, cold. The list is legion. 

But such exclamations provide little help in comprehending Davis’s 
different interactions with different people. Instead, I think Davis’s re- 
action to the disruption of the Union holds the basic clue. The failure 
of the old Union delivered a severe emotional and psychological blow 
to him. The new Confederacy must not fail, and to it he gave his ab- 
solute commitment. The old must be put aside; as he told Governor 
Harris, the crisis had caused him “to forget the past.”’To him the Con- 
federacy had become “the noblest cause in which man can be engaged.” 
No room remained for the human foibles that had brought down the 
once-glorious Union. Such notions as ambition, greed, vanity, and self- 
ishness had to be banished from this sacred crusade. The Confederates, 
with Davis as their president, were embarked on a holy mission that 
had no place for the human comedy.” 

In his own mind Davis was utterly selfless. “The cause” he told a 
Raleigh, North Carolina, audience in January 1863, “is above all per- 
sonal or political considerations, and the man who, at a time like this, 
cannot sink such considerations, is unworthy of power.” Davis had no 
doubt that he had sunk those considerations, believing that he had 
suppressed pride and overcome pain. Of course, he was at the top as 
the president and commander in chief, enabling him to conflate and to 
rationalize—to conflate his views with correct ones and to rationalize 
his selflessness and dedication only to a larger good, never to personal 
outlook and prejudices." 

‘The best way to understand Davis’s motivation is to observe his 
dealings with three of his key generals. Each instance in its own way 
was critical not only for his performance as commander in chief but 
also for his cause. 

At the outset of the war, President Davis liked and respected Joseph E. 
Johnston. Even a cursory look at their early correspondence, when 
Johnston was in command at Harpers Ferry, reveals a cooperative, even 
friendly, spirit. Then late in the summer of 1861, Davis sent to Congress 
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the seniority list for the five full generals. When lawmakers created 
this highest rank in the army, they stated that rank previously held 
in the U.S. Army should govern placement in the Confederate army. 
But much to his dismay, Johnston found himself ranked fourth, not 
first, as he assumed would be his placement. Johnston was insulted; 
he was the only Confederate officer to have held the permanent rank 
of brigadier general in the old army and had no doubt that he should 
have headed this list. 

Davis gave various explanations for his ranking. He claimed to have 
prioritized according to West Point class and standing within a class— 
Samuel Cooper, 1815; Albert Sidney Johnston, 1826; Robert E. Lee and 
J. E. Johnston, 1829 (ranked second and thirteenth within that class 
respectively); and Beauregard, 1838. The president also said he placed 
A.S. Johnston and Lee ahead of J. E. Johnston because they had been 
line officers, while J. E. Johnston's generalship derived solely from his 
staff assignment as quartermaster general. In addition, he asserted that 
the law applied neither to Lee nor J. E. Johnston because both had en- 
tered Confederate service from the Virginia state forces, in which Lee 
held the higher rank. While each of these reasons may have had some 
validity, Davis was clearly rationalizing what he had done. The oldest 
at age sixty-three, Cooper would always work as the army’s adjutant 
and inspector general in Richmond, where he would sign a multitude 
of orders and directives. Davis wanted no questions about Cooper’s au- 
thority. He believed A. S. Johnston to be his best soldier, and since his 
own arrival in Richmond, Davis had become increasingly confident in 
the Virginian, with whom he worked closely. Thus J. E. Johnston was 
relegated to fourth place. 

Infuriated, Johnston would take none of it quietly. Angry and hurt, 
he penned a lengthy, agitated letter to the president in which he an- 
nounced, “I now and here claim, that notwithstanding these nomina- 
tions by the President and their confirmation by the Congress, I still 
rightfully hold the rank of first general in the Armies or the South- 
ern Confederacy.” After writing it, he held the letter for days before 
he decided that it exactly expressed his feelings and sent it on. In the 
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words of his most important biographer, the general had written “an 
ill-judged and foolish letter” that should never have been forwarded." 

Davis was taken aback. Johnston's language was surely inappropri- 
ate from a military subordinate to a superior, but even more impor- 
tantly, the letter told the president that his general cared more about 
rank than cause. Davis shared with his cabinet his brief, sharp reply: “I 
have just received and read your letter of the rath instant. Its language 
is, as you say unusual; its arguments and statements utterly one-sided, 
and its insinuations as unfounded as they are unbecoming.” This was 
the official end of any discussion. Never again during the war did the 
two men correspond about this matter, though its memory embittered 
Johnston for the rest of his life. In his reaction Johnston had revealed 
the human flaws of pride and ambition, which Davis could not coun- 
tenance, for the Confederate purpose was far too serious to permit in- 
dulgence in such luxuries.* 

One could step aside for a moment and consider how Abraham 
Lincoln might have handled a similar missive from an unhappy gen- 
eral. His response could easily have included a bit of humor, promising 
a new, even higher rank upon the general’s producing a victory. After 
all, Lincoln would conclude that he and the country cared far more 
about victory than rank. But Davis, never. 

‘This episode forever poisoned the Davis-Johnston relationship. For 
quite different reasons, neither man ever again trusted the other. Davis 
still respected Johnston's military ability, giving him important com- 
mands, the Department of the West in the fall of 1862 and the Army of 
Tennessee in December 1863, though Johnston's reputation remains a 
mystery. Yet Davis looked on this general as vain and ambitious, more 
committed to self than to the cause. Johnston never tried to improve 
the situation. Not only did he distrust Davis, but he also began associ- 
ating with anti-Davis politicians. Imbibing their anti-administration 
line only inflamed his distrust. To his wife he asserted that the presi- 
dent, hoping he would fail, only gave him commands in which no one 
could succeed, though he would always act to ensure his reputation. 

At almost the same time Davis's relationship with J. E. Johnston 
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began to sour, he also experienced the degeneration of his faith in an- 
other full general. Davis had never been as close to Beauregard as he 
had been to Johnston. But nothing foreshadowed serious difficulties. 
‘The president was pleased with Beauregard at Fort Sumter and so de- 
lighted with First Manassas that he promoted the officer to full general 
in the field. Davis quickly became disillusioned, however. 

‘The first instance occurred in the fall of 1861 with Beauregard’s offi- 
cial report on First Manassas. The general filled this account with puff 
ery strongly implying that he alone made victory possible and would 
have marched on Washington but for Davis's remonstrance. Addition- 
ally, he pointedly noted that even before the battle, the president had 
quashed his offensive plan. Poorly disguised as a mere battle report, 
this promotional tract was sent to friendly politicians as well as to the 
War Department.” 

To Davis this kind of self-advertisement was unacceptable. A dis- 
gusted commander in chief told his general that if they “did differ in 
opinion as to the measure and purpose of contemplated campaigns, 
such fact could have no appropriate place in the report of the battle.” 
More than anything else, Davis found intolerable Beauregard’s “at- 
tempt to exalt himself.” Making his fundamental point, the president 
said that he “labor[ed] assiduously in my present position,” and “my 
best hope has been, and is, that my co-laborers, purified and elevated 
by the sanctity of the cause they defend, would forget themselves in 
their zeal for the public welfare.”” 

Despite his displeasure, Davis stuck with Beauregard, sending him 
west in the winter of 1862 to assist A. S. Johnston. Following John- 
ston’s death at Shiloh in April, Beauregard assumed command of the 
most important western army, soon known as the Army of Tennessee, 
and concentrated his forces at Corinth, a strategic railroad junction 
in northeastern Mississippi. He informed the War Department that 
he would hold that post “to the last extremity.” But when a powerful 
Union force approached, he retreated fifty miles southward to Tupelo. 

‘There Beauregard’s relationship with the president collapsed. Davis 
already worried that this general, who appeared to write a great deal 
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more than he fought, had been given responsibility beyond his ability. 
‘Then in mid-June Beauregard, without requesting permission from the 
War Department and even without prior notification, placed himself 
on sick leave and departed for a salubrious resort, putting his deputy in 
charge of the army. The president was appalled. A chronically ill Davis 
simply could not accept this conduct. In the cabinet, talk was about 
absence without leave, about desertion of his command. Once more 
in Davis's view, Beauregard had placed his personal concerns ahead of 
duty and cause. The president’s fragile trust was destroyed. If Beaure- 
gard believed his army could do without him, Davis would not argue. 
On June 20 he removed Beauregard from command.” 

Beauregard was furious. Feeling that a presidential vendetta under- 
lay his removal, he castigated Davis as “that living specimen of gall and 
hatred.” From that moment the general was convinced that the presi- 
dent would never give him a fair chance or a decent assignment. ‘The 
gulf between the two men steadily widened. In one sense Beauregard 
was right: Davis consigned him in the military wilderness of coastal 
protection until the final autumn of the war, when he was utterly des- 
perate for a senior commander.” 

In direct contrast to his perception of J. E. Johnston and Beaure- 
gard as men who could not or would not subordinate the personal to 
the cause, Davis viewed Braxton Bragg as a selfless, dedicated patriot. 
Yet no other Confederate general would cause more controversy than 
crusty, fussy Bragg. Certainly Davis has received much of his harshest 
criticism for standing by Bragg for so long. My chief concern here is 
not whether or when the president should have sacked Bragg, though 
I will comment, but rather the basis of this seemingly ill-placed loyalty. 

It all began at Pensacola, Florida, Brage’s initial posting. When his 
command there was substantially diminished to fill the ranks of the 
main armies, Bragg did not complain but did his work of organiz- 
ing and training. That commitment impressed Davis, who saw a gen- 
eral who valued the cause above his ambition. He also thought Bragg 
was direct and honest with him. To his brother the president wrote 
positively about Bragg, noting that the general was in “no degree a 
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courtier.” What Davis learned in late 1861 about units trained by Bragg 
at Pensacola only added to the commander in chief’s high opinion. 
His confidence grew so that by early 1862 he believed Bragg one of 
his ablest generals. From Pensacola in the winter of 1862, Bragg went 
to serve under A.J. Johnston. Positive reports from friends and family 
members on Bragg’s performance at Shiloh and in Mississippi rein- 
forced Davis’s initial judgment. He soon made Bragg a full general.” 

‘This impression had a profound effect on Davis. At this time his 
opinion of Bragg as a loyal Confederate differed sharply with the res- 
ervations he had begun to hold with J. E. Johnston and Beauregard, 
both of whom had initially enjoyed higher rank and more favored as- 
signments. Davis’s conviction about Bragg as devoted to his duty and 
to the cause had far-reaching repercussions. He stuck with the general 
as commander of the Army of Tennessee far longer than he should 
have. His commitment to the man was a key reason for his not clean- 
ing out the viper’s nest that made up the high command of that army. 
In fact, arguably his most disastrous command decision during the war 
was retaining Bragg as commander in October 1863, even after a per- 
sonal visit to the army revealed the venomous relations rampant among 
its general officers. What makes Davis's inaction even more baffling 
is that he knew a poisonous atmosphere persisted even after his visit. 
To an experienced officer he assigned to the army, Davis wrote, “I rely 
greatly upon you for the restoration of a proper feeling, and know that 
you will realize the comparative insignificance of personal considera- 
tions when weighed against the duty of imparting to the Army all the 
efficiency of which it is capable.” In this instance Davis’s absolute con- 
viction that the Confederacy demanded commitment to cause over 
anything personal became a mantra. Just a month later Bragg and the 
Army of Tennessee suffered a crushing defeat at Missionary Ridge just 
outside Chattanooga, Tennessee. Afterward both general and president 
realized the inevitability of change. Bragg resigned as commanding of- 
ficer of the Army of Tennessee, never to return.” 

In handling these three generals, Davis did not match the skills he 
exhibited in handling strategic fundamentals and major appointments. 
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In those two areas he acted as an able and politically sensitive com- 
mander in chief. But consumed with leading a holy cause and con- 
vinced of his own superhuman commitment to the Confederacy, he 
could not deal effectively with a commitment from others that was less 
than total. And he defined the boundaries and depth of that commit- 
ment. What was the best use of these three generals as well as others 
is not the issue here. But Davis did not attempt to employ them most 
advantageously. In the case of Johnston and Beauregard, he did not 
act toward them in a manner to get the most from them despite their 
flaws. With Bragg, the president’s loyalty to his ideal overrode his judg- 
ment. Focusing on the politics of command reveals Jefferson Davis’s 
strengths and weaknesses as commander in chief. In a great irony his 
incredible commitment to the Confederacy undermined its chance 
for success. 
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Jefferson Davis's pre-war plantation from an 1866 sketch in Harpers Weekly. 





Jefferson Davis was inaugurated as the first president of the Confederate States of 
America on the steps of the Alabama State Capitol on February 18, 186r. 





War-time residence of Jefferson Davis in the Executive Mansion at 1201 East 
Clay Street, Richmond, Virginia, 1865. Library of Congress 





Jefferson Davis's office on the second floor of the Executive Mansion. 
Photograph by Katherine Wetzel. Courtesy of the Museum of the Confederacy, 
Richmond, Virginia. 





The Custom House in Richmond, Virginia, 1865. Davis’s war-time office was on 


the second floor. Library of Congress 
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Image of the Jefferson Davis Monument shortly after it was dedicated in 
Richmond, Virginia, in 1907. Courtesy of the Virginia Historical Society, 
Richmond, Virginia. 
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JEFFERSON DAVIS AND THE POLITICAL 
DIMENSIONS OF CONFEDERATE STRATEGY 


Many students of the Civil War would roll their eyes at this title, call- 
ing it preposterous. To suggest that politics might have had anything to 
do with Jefferson Davis as a strategist counters the general view, which 
pictures the Confederate president as anti-political, or at the least apo- 
litical. In contrast I maintain that politics was never very far from 
Davis's strategic decisions. Emphatically he was a political man.' 

Davis's prewar career was steeped in politics. In 1844, at age thirty- 
six, he campaigned throughout Mississippi as a Democratic presiden- 
tial elector. The next year he matched that performance in a successful 
run for Congress. Because Mississippi in 1845 still had a general-ticket 
election for Congress rather than specified districts, Davis had to tra- 
verse the entire state. Then upon his return from the Mexican War, 
the governor appointed him to an empty seat in the U.S. Senate, a po- 
sition he won on his own in the next election. To aid his party he left 
the Senate in 1851 to run for governor, a race he lost. But a year and 
a half later he joined President Franklin Pierce’s cabinet as secretary 
of war. In that post, political considerations demanded much of his 
attention. In 1857, when Pierce departed the White House for New 
Hampshire, Davis remained in Washington, once again representing 
his state in the Senate. 
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Such a record clearly indicates that Davis's ambitions did not stop 
at the border of Mississippi. Although he had attained a dominant 
position in the Democratic Party in Mississippi, in the 1850s he also 
traveled and spoke in the North. To underscore his political stature, 
Harper's Weekly, a national news publication, early in 1858 devoted its 
entire front page to him, with an illustration, a biographical sketch, 
and a commentary in which the writer presented Davis as precise and 
moderate, not an extremist.? 

His rivals in Mississippi politics never doubted his prowess or his 
strength. Those men, including the politically astute Albert G. Brown 
and the military hero John A. Quitman, respected Davis’s power, even 
when they did not approve of his cause or admire him personally. Suc- 
cessful politicians in that state had to work for their triumphs. No one 
should think that in antebellum Mississippi, rich planters in man- 
sions sipping Madeira dominated politics. Jacksonian political prac- 
tices ruled in a rough-and-tumble world in which hard campaigning 
and attentiveness to the adult-white-male electorate were essential for 
success. Davis recognized those truths early on and never forgot them 
in his rise to dominance.* 

When the men who created the Confederate States of America be- 
gan looking at candidates for provisional president, Jefferson Davis’s 
name appeared on almost everyone’s list. No other active political 
leader from the Deep South had a stronger set of credentials; no one 
else had been more successful over the previous decade and a half. In 
February 1861 in Montgomery there was not a lengthy battle over the 
choice for president. Without serious or substantial opposition, Davis 
received the nod.* 

‘Thus when Davis assumed the presidency of the Confederacy, he had 
an impressive political résumé. Yet the political dimensions of his admin- 
istration remain relatively unexplored. Many people think that Jefferson 
Davis and politics were strangers. Three major reasons explain this often 
deeply held conviction. First, his wife, Varina, in her Memoir declared 
that her husband was never a politician and did not want the presidency. 
Instead he really wanted command of the army. The former assertion 
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was no more than wishful thinking. As for the latter, Davis would have 
been pleased with the top military post, but he clearly indicated that 
he would accept whatever job the delegates in Montgomery gave him. 

Second, after the war Davis seemed unpolitical in the traditional 
sense. He refrained from public comment on most contemporary po- 
litical questions. His own Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government 
dwelt on the past, avoiding current affairs. In one sense, of course, it 
was quite political in its vindication of the South. But Davis did not 
present himself as a politician. 

‘The third and final cause combines Confederate defeat and the im- 
posing figure of Abraham Lincoln. Few individuals get tossed into the 
dustbin of American history faster than failed politicians, especially if 
they lose a war. And Davis surely failed, for the Confederacy suffered 
a massive defeat. Also, he is matched up against Lincoln, arguably 
the greatest of all U.S. presidents and certainly the ablest war leader. 
‘This comparison has been most cogently made by the superb historian 
David M. Potter. After cataloging Davis’s abundant faults compared 
to Lincoln's superior skills, he suggested that a role reversal might even 
have resulted in a different outcome to the war. Potter has had numer- 
ous followers in his assessment of Davis's political ineptitude, though 
not all have made his direct comparison. 

But politics was never absent from the Confederacy. After all, the 
Confederate States of America resulted from a political act in which 
the leaders and citizens of seven Deep South states decided to sever 
their ties with the Union and create a new republic. Although not 
always agreeing with every decision along the road that led to the 
Confederacy, Davis surely participated in critical deliberations, and 
he made the entire journey. Moreover, he knew that the delegates in 
Montgomery who selected him as provisional president had made a 
political choice. 

From the very beginning in the new nation, the political and the 
military were fundamentally inseparable. Davis understood this basic 
truth. He always believed that the political creation of the Confeder- 
ate States would end in an arduous war with the United States. This 
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conviction became reality when, only two months after his inaugura- 
tion, hostilities erupted at Fort Sumter. 

‘The crisis there graphically illustrates the intersection between mili- 
tary and political. Fort Sumter also required President Davis to make 
his first major command decision, one in which he had to weigh po- 
litical repercussions. The presence of Union troops in the fort at the 
mouth of Charleston Harbor was but a minor military menace either 
to South Carolina or the Confederacy. They could not attack the main- 
land; besides the fort was under orders not to fire upon any vessels un- 
less attacked. That had been the status of things since the fort’s occu- 
pation by Union forces in late December 1860. 

At the same time, Fort Sumter under Union control posed a major 
political threat to Confederate claims of independence. From the 
southern perspective, uninvited soldiers of another country occupied 
a fortification within Confederate borders. One of Davis’s first acts as 
president was to send a diplomatic mission to Washington to negotiate 
for the removal of the Union garrison and the turnover of the fort to 
the Confederacy. Davis even was prepared to pay for the property. This 
is not the place to discuss the story of the Confederate delegation and 
the Lincoln administration except to say that no formal negotiations 
ever occurred. Moreover, during the first week in April, Lincoln had 
decided he would not peacefully relinquish Fort Sumter. 

In Montgomery Davis and his advisers watched and waited. The 
diplomats in Washington stayed in touch with their government, re- 
porting on conversations with officials and speculating about Lincoln's 
policy. Then on April 8 Davis learned that the governor of South Caro- 
lina had received a dispatch from Lincoln stating that a resupply expe- 
dition was being sent to Fort Sumter. Lincoln further stipulated that 
if not resisted, he would make no attempt at reinforcement with addi- 
tional troops or guns “without further notice, or in case of attack upon 
the fort.” This strategy would leave the calculus of power in Charleston 
Harbor apparently unchanged. It was a masterstroke, providing the 
first clear sign of the political genius that would make Lincoln such a 
formidable war leader.° 
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Now Davis had to make his first desperate decision. As he and his 
advisers viewed the situation, they occupied peaceful and defensive 
ground because the United States had no legitimate claim to Fort 
Sumter. Davis surely wanted peace; he did not want to use force. But 
with news of the resupply expedition, he recognized that “the idea of 
evacuation had been abandoned.” In his mind any attempt to relieve 
or maintain the fort, whatever the term employed, was an assault on 
the Confederacy. Then the Union presence touched upon more than 
pride; it powerfully threatened the vital interests of his country. To a 
visitor he was blunt, “they meant to compel us into a political servitude 
we disown and spurn.”” 

Jefferson Davis made the decision to attack Fort Sumter. Although 
he had ultimate responsibility and never shirked it, he did not have to 
force his will upon his counselors. Potent arguments supported the 
case for action. The first, of course, was that Union occupation mocked 
the independence of the Confederacy. According to this outlook, the 
Confederate States of America could not stand as an independent 
nation so long as another power maintained an unwanted military 
force within its borders. Then officials in Montgomery worried with 
justification that despite Confederate military control in Charleston, 
hot-headed South Carolinians might on their own initiative assault 
the fort. Belligerent talk had circulated among zealots in and around 
Charleston for months. Such an action would undermine the author- 
ity of the Confederate government and commit it to a cause it had not 
decided upon. Finally the Confederate leadership realized that a move 
against Fort Sumter would galvanize the citizens behind their gov- 
ernment and, even more important, probably propel the Upper South 
slave states, especially Virginia, into the Confederate fold. 

‘The weight of these considerations pushed Davis toward action. 
‘There was but a single counterweight. Although contemporary evi- 
dence is scanty, Secretary of State Robert Toombs apparently argued 
against acting, asserting that in so doing the Confederates would lose 
all potential friends in the North. Toombs had no allies. All others in 
the deliberations concurred with the president that resupply could not 
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be allowed. Although Davis recognized the difficulties that could stem 
from actually shooting first, he believed doing so essential. He told one 
of his generals, “There would be to us an advantage in so placing [the 
enemy] that an attack by them would be a necessity, but when we are 
ready to relieve our territory and jurisdiction in the presence of a for- 
eign garrison that advantage is over-balanced by other considerations.” 
‘Thus the first military engagement Davis ordered was grounded firmly 
in political reflection.* 

Fort Sumter was not an isolated event. From his decision in Mont- 
gomery on April ro, 1861, onward, Jefferson Davis always acknowl- 
edged and acted upon demands of politics in making critical strategic 
decisions. Three examples, or case studies, from the war underscore 
the validity of this generalization—one at the outset and two from the 
midpoint. 

At the beginning of the war, Davis decided he had to defend the 
entire frontier of the Confederacy along its border with the United 
States, from the Potomac River in the east all the way to Arkansas and 
Texas in the West, stretching more than one thousand miles. With- 
out doubt, military and political considerations informed this decision. 
From the first Davis proclaimed the Confederacy only wanted to be 
let alone; it had no offensive ambitions regarding the Union. Thus he 
adopted a generally defensive posture. And following the beginning 
of hostilities, military necessity reinforced his initial defensive stance. 
Davis knew he lacked the means to send his forces northward, even 
though he told friends he wanted to make the enemy know firsthand 
the sting of war. 

Yet as the conflict progressed, political concerns dominated Davis's 
strategic thinking. Comprehending the infant nationalism struggling 
to grow his country, he feared the fracturing of the Confederacy if the 
southern soldiers disappeared from any portion of it. He was convinced 
that any posture other than defending the entire Confederacy would 
undermine the new nation before its journey really got underway. 
‘The manuscript record underscores this pressure on President Davis. 
Even in late 1863, writing to one of his commanders, he emphasized 
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the indispensability of overall defense: “the general truth that power 
is increased by the concentration of an army is under our peculiar cir- 
cumstances subject to modification. The evacuation of any portion of 
territory involves not only the loss of supplies but in eve[ry] instance 
has been attended by a greater or less loss of troops, & a General, 
therefore, has in each case a complex problem to solve.”? 

Any valid appraisal of Davis’s performance must take seriously the 
fact that he led a new nation, not an ongoing polity. In certain ways his 
task was more comparable to George Washington's than Abraham Lin- 
coln’s. In 1861 no traditional loyalty existed to the Confederate States 
of America. And nothing guaranteed maintaining the immediate loy- 
alty that sprang up in the winter and spring of 1861. Between Decem- 
ber 1860 and February 1861, seven states seceded from the Union and 
formed the Confederacy, their goal—protection from the perceived 
threat from the Republican Party taking control of the national gov- 
ernment. After hostilities commenced at Fort Sumter in April, four 
more states joined the young country. If this new nation could not 
or did not provide protection, then any state might ask why remain 
in. This concern influenced Davis’s decisions throughout the war." 

‘The second example is a crucial event from the middle of the war, the 
defense, or attempted defense, of Vicksburg, the citadel on the Missis- 
sippi River that protected and defended communications between por- 
tions of the Confederacy east and west of the great river. First, key fig- 
ures besides Davis require identification: General Joseph E. Johnston, 
commanding the Department of the West; Lieutenant General John C. 
Pemberton, commanding at Vicksburg and a subordinate of Johnston; 
and Lieutenant General Theophilus Holmes and Lieutenant General 
Edmund Kirby Smith, each commanding the Trans-Mississippi De- 
partment, the former until March 1863 when replaced by the latter. 

In the fall of 1862, Davis acted to bring stability and control to the 
vast area between the Appalachians and the Mississippi by creating 
the Department of the West. To lead this new command he appointed 
Joseph E. Johnston. The two key components in this arrangement 
were the Army of Tennessee and the Department of Mississippi and 
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Southeast Louisiana, which included Vicksburg. Davis really devised 
a theater command, which would become popular in World War II. 
When assigned to the Department of the West, Johnston was in- 
formed both orally and in writing that he had command authority 
over all forces, including general officers, in his department. 

Despite that assurance and its repetition by the president and the 
War Department, Johnston found his post most uncomfortable. He 
claimed that he could not command without troops directly under 
his control. Rather than striving to become an effective commander, 
Johnston sulked, believing that Davis had put him in an impossible 
position, a title with no authority. But the authority was clearly there, 
an authority Johnston would never accept. Throughout his tenure in 
the Department of the West, Johnston kept up a mind-numbing cor- 
respondence with the War Department about his supposed power- 
lessness. No matter how many times reassurance about his real power 
came from Richmond, Johnston never stopped asking about it and 
never accepted his responsibility as a commanding general.” 

‘The critical question facing these men in the spring of 1863 was how 
to deal with Major General Ulysses S. Grant’s campaign against Vicks- 
burg. Critical became acute when in April Grant passed below Vicks- 
burg on the west bank of the Mississippi and then crossed to the east 
bank. Back in late 1862 Johnston advocated a concentration of Confed- 
erate forces to the area east of the river. Specifically he wanted at least 
a substantial portion of Holmes’s force transferred to him from the 
west. When in Mississippi with Davis in December, Johnston pressed 
his case. The president agreed in large part, but he refused either to put 
Holmes under Johnston or to direct Holmes to do as Johnston desired. 

Davis did, however, make his views clear in a letter to Holmes, a 
letter that he showed to Johnston. He told Holmes that defending 
Vicksburg was essential and went on to talk about the military value of 
concentration. Yet he issued no directive. Instead Davis told the gen- 
eral that he, Holmes, must use his discretion. Holmes would decide if 
the proper course would have his soldiers cross the river. Later, almost 
on the eve of Vicksburg’s fall, Davis's instructions to Smith about the 
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dire situation still left the new commander free to react as he thought 
best. No relief for Vicksburg ever came from the Trans-Mississippi.” 

If Davis believed Vicksburg indispensable, and he basically con- 
curred with Johnston on concentration, the question arises, why did he 
leave the decision to Holmes and later Smith? It was certainly not be- 
cause of any reluctance to take troops from elsewhere to aid Vicksburg. 
‘The president had sent 5,000 men from the South Atlantic Coast, 
considerably farther from Vicksburg than Arkansas. It was surely not 
from a lack of interest. Even a cursory look at Davis’s correspondence 
between December 1862 and July 1863 points to his commitment to 
Vicksburg, by the spring of 1863 even to his preoccupation with the 
city. In addition to the usual communications from civil and military 
authorities, letters from his brother Joseph underscored that the safety 
of his own home and family was also at stake. Even the president’s re- 
luctance to give specific instruction to his generals in the field did not 
dominate his thinking in this instance. 

Davis made a political judgment. From the latter half of 1862 for- 
ward, he heard regularly from civilian and military officials about the 
situation in the Trans- Mississippi. Arkansas politicians continually 
pressed him not to denude the state of troops, forecasting dire results 
if that happened. They wanted concrete evidence that the government 
in Richmond was determined to defend their region. Nothing demon- 
strated that determination like troops on the ground. Responding to 
his commander in chief’s letter, Holmes chorused that opinion. He said 
that ifa substantial part his force went to assist Vicksburg, he probably 
could not defend the state. Even more, he feared that some soldiers 
would refuse to go east. After Smith assumed command, he did not 
alter Holmes’s course. The force of the argument made by regional po- 
litical leaders and corroborated by his generals made a deep impression 
on Davis. Several months after the fall of Vicksburg, he spelled out to 
Smith his thinking that the particular situation of the Confederacy de- 
manded the defense of all its territory to retain allegiance to the Con- 
federate nation. In sum, Davis’s political judgment dictated his policy 
toward not using Trans-Mississippi troops for Vicksburg.” 
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Even while preoccupied with the defense of Vicksburg, Davis had 
to make another crucial strategic decision at this point in the war. 
Following his great victory at Chancellorsville in May 1863, General 
Robert E. Lee wanted to strike across the Potomac River, taking the 
war into enemy country. Davis listened carefully, for he knew full well 
that Lee was his best soldier; no other Confederate general had even 
approached his record against Union opponents. With his brilliant 
leadership, Lee and his Army of Northern Virginia had seized the 
initiative in the eastern theater. He also knew the preference of the 
president, who told his general, “I readily perceive the disadvantage of 
standing still.”™ 

Yet some highly placed Confederates in Congress and in the military 
proposed a different role for Lee and his army. They urged a sharper 
focus on the West, promoting a “western concentration.” Although a 
detailed plan never emerged, the intent was clear. Lee would go on the 
defensive and dispatch a corps from his army to the West. Once there 
it would join with Johnston and General Braxton Bragg to overwhelm 
the Federal army in Tennessee. Then the victorious, concentrated Con- 
federates would relieve Vicksburg. 

Having to decide between different views, Davis wanted to meet 
with Lee. In mid-May the general came to Richmond and presented 
a bold plan. He would take his army, with all the reinforcements the 
president would give him, and march into the North. To make his 
advance even more menacing to the enemy, Lee advocated stripping 
the Atlantic Coast and consolidating those troops under General 
P.G.T. Beauregard in central Virginia. From there Beauregard could 
pose a threat to Washington, tying down Federal troops. Moreover, 
he could quickly exploit any success the Army of Northern Virginia 
might win. 

Lee had several goals for his offensive. He wanted to feed and sup- 
ply his army on northern soil. Additionally, an invasion would carry 
the war to the enemy. He also believed his army almost invincible, cer- 
tainly capable of inflicting a devastating defeat on any opponent. The 
prospect of a massive victory dominated his outlook; such a triumph 
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could even lead to peace. It would surely relieve the pressure on the 
lower Mississippi Valley, particularly Vicksburg. 

Before reaching his final verdict, Davis brought before his cabinet 
the question of whether to give Lee the permission or to hold him on 
the defensive, moving units of his army to the west. All supported Lee’s 
thrust except Postmaster General John Reagan from Texas, who was so 
bothered that he asked Davis to reconsider. Aware of the gravity of the 
decision, the president agreed. According to Reagan, the cabinet spent 
an entire Saturday going over every issue in detail. An impromptu 
gathering on Sunday did the same. These meetings reaffirmed the ini- 
tial decision, though. During these deliberations, Davis’s thoughtful- 
ness impressed Reagan: “His whole course of conduct showed him to 
be reasonable, conservative and just.”” 

Davis’s deciding to go with Lee was understandable and sensible. 
His resolve had nothing to do with favoritism for the East. But it 
surely did have to do with Robert E. Lee, a proven performer. In con- 
trast no one in the West, certainly neither Johnston nor Bragg, seemed 
to be rising to the occasion. Davis could not even get Johnston to ex- 
ercise the power given to him. He certainly could not be certain what 
use would be made of troops sent from Lee. Would they arrive in time; 
more importantly, would they be effectively employed? Lee put it el- 
liptically, writing of “the uncertainty of [their] application.” Neither 
Davis nor Lee ever wrote overtly about their doubt, but both knew 
that decisiveness and boldness did not characterize Joseph Johnston's 
generalship.” 

Without question Davis thought the political potential much better 
with Lee’s advance. While the president authorized Lee’s move, he did 
not strip the Atlantic Coast.’To him that was too much of a gamble, 
for it risked losing Charleston and Savannah, possibly even the Caro- 
linas. Those political dangers were too great. Still, Davis’s goal was that 
Lee could provide what both men desired—a resounding triumph on 
northern soil. And his best general told the commander in chief he 
could deliver. Davis later wrote that he hoped Lee could win a battle- 
field victory in the North that would have “ensured peace on the only 
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basis we were willing to accept it, independence.” There certainly was a 
military dimension to Davis’s election to back Lee; there almost always 
is in war. But in this instance the political motive was powerful, even 
dominant.” 

I have not been arguing here that Davis always made the right 
choice among the alternatives he faced. I have not even maintained 
that he always weighed accurately the conflicting military-political 
risks in these crucial judgments. Nor have I suggested that he was a 
shrewd politician. But I do insist that he was a politician, a political 
man, who never lost sight of the political facets of any military design. 
Recognizing that about him is essential to understanding fully his stra- 
tegic decisions. 
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JEFFERSON DAVIS AND THE WAR 
IN THE WEST 


Jefferson Davis and the war in the West is such a huge topic that treat- 
ing it thoroughly in a brief essay is impossible. But rather than resort to 
a sketchy overview of the vast and important subject, it is more valu- 
able to examine two critical questions, both of which have occupied 
historians and indeed captured the attention of everyone interested 
the war. 

First, did Davis comprehend the significance of the western theater, 
or instead did his living in Richmond, Virginia, lead him to relegate 
the West to secondary importance? Second, did Davis do a good job 
of managing the western war, or put more directly, did he succeed in 
the West as commander in chief? For the purposes of this study, the 
West covers the area basically from the Appalachian Mountains to the 
Mississippi River. The Trans-Mississippi theater will not be discussed 
herein except as it relates directly to events east of the river. 

Of the two questions, the first is the easier. Just as many historians 
have claimed that too many of their number have focused too sharply 
on the eastern theater, likewise many have asserted that Davis did the 
same. Their argument goes something like this. Davis lived in Rich- 
mond, the Confederate capital, only one hundred miles from Wash- 
ington. From there he riveted his attention on Robert E. Lee and the 
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great contest for the two capitals. I disagree strongly with that opin- 
ion. There is no doubt that Davis not only understood the importance 
of his West but also deemed it utterly crucial. The evidence is simply 
overwhelming. Three examples make this point clear. The initial one 
predates 1861; the other two come from the war years.' 

People often fail to remember that Davis did not move to Rich- 
mond until the late spring of 1861. He was from Mississippi, and for 
the quarter century before the war, home was a plantation in Warren 
County fronting the Mississippi River. In his experience the Missis- 
sippi was not just another river. Davis often went to Washington via 
steamboat on the Mississippi and up the Ohio. Moreover, he shipped 
his cotton downriver to New Orleans and traveled on the river to that 
metropolis for business and pleasure. Even before becoming a planter, 
his active-duty service in the U.S. Army centered on the Mississippi 
River Valley. 

Thus when he became president of the Confederacy, Davis knew 
full well the importance of the great river. In September 1861 he cre- 
ated Department Number Two, the Confederate West, stretching from 
the Appalachians to the Mississippi and even beyond it. He placed in 
charge of this vast domain the man he considered the premier soldier 
in his army, General Albert Sidney Johnston. This is not the place to 
debate Davis’s judgment about Johnston, but clearly he had an absolute 
conviction about the general’s great ability. 

Early in September, confined by illness to the second floor of the 
Executive Mansion, Davis recollected that he heard a familiar footstep, 
recognizing it immediately as Sidney Johnston's. He sent for the gen- 
eral to come up to see him. Although Davis knew that Johnston was 
en route to Richmond from the West Coast, he had not known when 
he would arrive. A brevet brigadier general in the U.S. Army, Johnston 
had been on duty in California as commanding general of the Depart- 
ment of the Pacific when he learned that his adopted state of Texas had 
seceded. Thereupon, he resigned his commission and started east. 

Davis was delighted to have Johnston in Richmond ready for duty. 
“T felt strengthened and reassured,” he wrote, “knowing that a great 
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support had thereby been added to the Confederate cause.” He had 
no doubt about the proper post for Johnston—the great West. In the 
president’s opinion that command posed the greatest challenge in the 
new nation. And he declared Johnston the “only man who seemed 
equal to it.” 

Of course, Sidney Johnston had a short-lived career in the Confed- 
erate army. He was mortally wounded at Shiloh on April 6, 1862, while 
rallying his troops on the front lines. Johnston’s death hit Davis hard. 
He not only lost a friend but also a man he later termed “the great pil- 
lar of the Southern Confederacy.” With Johnston, Davis concluded, 
“the best hopes of the Southwest lay buried.”* 

Whether or not Davis had placed Johnston on too high a pedestal, 
he never again trusted one man with so vast a command until R. E. 
Lee became general in chief in 1865. Yet in the West he tried to create 
what in World War II would become known as theater commands. On 
two occasions he organized most of the area between the Appalachian 
Mountains and the Mississippi as a single theater in order to bring 
more cohesion and control to an enormous geographical area: the De- 
partment of the West, under Joseph E. Johnston from the fall of 1862 
to the summer of 1863; and the Military Division of the West, under 
Pierre G.T. Beauregard in the fall of 1864. Although both efforts failed, 
those outcomes and the reasons for them are not the issue here—it 
is Davis's attention to the West and his sense of its importance. And 
without question he understood its importance and in my judgment 
devoted to it the proper attention. 

As I have argued elsewhere, including in this volume, Davis fully 
grasped the political dimension of the war. He knew full well that his 
West was more than boundaries on a military map. He realized that 
he had to rally the citizens of the region to the cause, just as he had to 
direct the military effort. On three different occasions—the winter of 
1862-63 (December 9—January 4), the fall of 1863 (October 6é-Novem- 
ber 9), and the fall of 1864 (October 20-November 6)—he journeyed 
west to meet not only with armies and generals but also with civilian 
leaders and the general public. The first two trips took him all the way 
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to Mississippi, but because of Union advances, the final one termi- 
nated in Alabama. In these forays into the heartland of his country, 
Davis made a number of major addresses and countless impromptu 
short speeches. According to the testimony of those who heard him 
and talked with him, the president’s endeavors had a positive influence. 
Davis's Union counterpart, Abraham Lincoln, never did anything re- 
motely comparable. 

‘The evidence makes indisputable the verdict that Davis compre- 
hended the centrality of his West and that he acted accordingly. 

Now to the question of Davis’s effectiveness, which is not the same 
as recognition and attentiveness because these do not automatically 
result in effectiveness. In this matter Davis’s record is more mixed and 
my ultimate conclusion not so positive. In this essay I am going to con- 
centrate on the year, roughly speaking, between the invasion of Ken- 
tucky in the fall of 1862 and the Battle of Chickamauga in September 
1863. These months surely make up a critical period, arguably the time 
when the Confederacy had its greatest chance for success in the West. 
Four key events occurred during this crucial stretch of the war. 

In September and October 1862, the Confederates launched an in- 
vasion of Kentucky. The Army of Tennessee, commanded by General 
Braxton Bragg, led the advance. In an underrated accomplishment, 
during the summer Bragg had transferred his army from northern 
Mississippi to Chattanooga, which became his jumping-off point for 
the invasion. Major General Edmund Kirby Smith, commander of the 
Department of East Tennessee with headquarters at Knoxville, joined 
the northward thrust. Between the two generals no question could 
come up about rank—Bragg was a full general, Smith but a major gen- 
eral. Yet for this operation Jefferson Davis as commander in chief never 
officially placed Bragg in charge of both forces. Instead, perceiving 
both officers as patriots in his own image, the president wrote Bragg 
that he knew “upon your cordial cooperation I can, therefore, confi- 
dently rely.” A third key figure in what would transpire in Kentucky 
was the self-important Major General Leonidas Polk, Bragg’s senior 
corps commander. Here I am not going to treat fully the campaign, 
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which has several first-rate studies. My goal, instead, is to assess Davis’s 
effectiveness as commander in chief.‘ 

‘This drive to clear Tennessee of Union forces and to establish Con- 
federate power in Kentucky started beautifully but ended dismally. 
Bragg and Smith moved smartly on parallel advances roughly one 
hundred miles apart into Kentucky. But once in the state, the Con- 
federate drive quickly deteriorated. Bragg never attempted to com- 
mand Smith; instead he asked Smith to join him in order to confront 
the main Union army. Smith refused, asserting that his own effort too 
important. The cooperation Davis expected as a matter of course never 
materialized. Furthermore, even in Bragg’s own army disarray stalked; 
Polk failed to heed his commanding general’s orders. The southerners, 
in a futile gesture, managed to inaugurate a Confederate governor of 
Kentucky and fight a bitter, bloody tactical draw at Perryville. Yet they 
did not succeed. After the stalemate at Perryville, the Confederates 
retreated. As Bragg and Smith fell back into Tennessee, Davis saw his 
high expectations thwarted. The entire venture was a strategic failure. 

Recriminations filled the aftermath of defeat. Each of the three key 
generals complained to Davis, holding the others responsible for the 
outcome. Smith said he was not at fault, that Bragg’s ineptness had lost 
the campaign and that he never wanted to serve under Bragg again. 
Polk boasted that had he been in command, the offensive would have 
been a glorious success. He tried to get other generals to call for Bragg’s 
removal and went so far as to say that the commanding general had lost 
his mind. Shirking responsibility, Bragg announced himself blameless 
for anything that had gone wrong. 

Realizing that no army could function amid these swirling accusa- 
tions, Davis summoned the three generals to Richmond for individual 
conferences. He listened to each man state his case, and his response 
can only be defined as astonishing. He retained each in place, even pro- 
moting Polk and Smith to lieutenant general. The president lectured 
all that they must cooperate for the cause. The malignancy tearing at 
the vitals of the principal western army Davis left in place. 

Not surprisingly, the problem plaguing the general officers of the 
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Army of Tennessee did not disappear. From Richmond, Davis watched 
and worried. Although he had not acted after Kentucky, he knew that 
the army could not succeed with pervasive dissension and turmoil. 
Moving to rectify the situation, he decided on a new command struc- 
ture. In November he created the Department of the West, with Gen- 
eral Joseph E. Johnston, returning to active duty following a serious 
wound, in command and having authority over both Bragg and the 
Army of Tennessee. Davis hoped to have in Johnston a steadying hand 
that would stabilize the agitation stirring the army. 

‘The president left no doubt about Johnston’s authority. Both he and 
the secretary of war made clear to the general that he had a command 
position, that every officer in the Department of the West, including 
Braxton Bragg, was his subordinate. Johnston’s written orders were 
equally direct and explicit. 

Still, Davis decided a personal visit to the army would help guaran- 
tee the harmony he so wanted. Thus in early December he left Rich- 
mond for a western tour that would take him as far as Vicksburg, 
though it began with a visit to the Army of Tennessee, encamped at 
Murfreesboro, Tennessee, between Nashville and Chattanooga. Ac- 
companied by Johnston, the president spent the better part of three 
days with the army, reviewing troops, addressing soldiers, and speaking 
with officers. He thought the men in good shape and able to halt any 
Union advance. 

But trouble had not gone away. On the last day of 1862 and the first 
day of 1863, Bragg and his army fought the bloody Battle of Murfrees- 
boro (also known as Stones River). Although it ended in a tactical 
draw, Bragg realized that he could not maintain his army at Murfrees- 
boro and retreated about twenty-five miles. Almost immediately the 
old rancor surfaced. A widespread judgment in the army called for the 
commanding general’s resignation. A concerned Davis ordered John- 
ston to proceed to the army and report on whether or not Bragg should 
be removed. In his directive Davis reminded the department com- 
mander of his authority. Amazingly Johnston reported that all was well 
with the Army of Tennessee; he even praised Bragg. In reaching these 
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conclusions he did not conduct extensive interviews, though he did 
talk to Bragg and a few other officers. During his inspection, Johnston 
had acted more like a guest than a commander. 

Finally Davis ordered Johnston to assume command of the army 
and send Bragg to Richmond. In response Johnston said that Bragg’s 
wife was ill, making it impossible for the general to leave, though he 
did not say what that had to do with his taking command. Johnston's 
major biographer argues that the general’s sense of honor would not 
permit his relieving Bragg so that he could then assume command, 
considering this unseemly. Perhaps that was the case, but Johnston 
never showed any desire to assume responsibility as department com- 
mander. He spent most of his time wrestling with Richmond about 
his authority, which he never admitted to or acted upon. Faced with 
Johnston's interminable queries and refusal to act, the president seemed 
helpless and powerless. He did not relieve Johnston, who remained dis- 
gruntled and impotent; he did not relieve Bragg, who remained divisive 
and unpopular. Despite Davis’s good and sound intentions in creat- 
ing the Department of the West, it was not working. Since Kentucky 
nothing had changed in the Army of Tennessee.* 

Events soon forced change, however. After March 1863 the focus 
shifted from Bragg and Tennessee to Lieutenant General John C. 
Pemberton and Mississippi. A West Point graduate and native Penn- 
sylvanian who went with his Virginia wife into the Confederacy, Pem- 
berton was one of those untried officers who had somehow accumu- 
lated an excellent military reputation, a view Davis shared. (After all, 
he placed Pemberton in charge of Davis's home territory.) Pemberton’s 
actual command was the Department of Mississippi and Southeast 
Louisiana, which included the great river bastion of Vicksburg. Ini- 
tially the general was well received by leading citizens of Mississippi. 
Of course, his department was a part of Joseph Johnston’s command. 

But what Johnston really wanted was control of the Trans- 
Mississippi, the huge area west of the river, and its troops. He believed 
this essential for the defense of Vicksburg and told Davis so. Johnston 
pressed his views on the president when both men visited Pemberton 
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in Vicksburg in late December 1862. Davis would not extend Johnston's 
authority across the river, however, placing political considerations 
foremost. Rather than conferring upon Johnston what he wanted, 
Davis maintained the separate Trans-Mississippi Department. He in- 
formed its commander, Lieutenant General Theophilus Holmes, of 
Johnston's wishes and also noted the importance of combining forces, 
but he left the decision of sending troops east of the river to Holmes’s 
discretion. But the general did not think he could safely dispatch men 
from Arkansas and sent no assistance. With justification, Davis feared 
that Arkansas might abandon the Confederacy if he pressed the issue. 
But even if he had acceded to Johnston’s wishes for authority west of 
the Mississippi, one wonders what Johnston would have done with in- 
creased authority and responsibility. Regardless, the general was surely 
aware of both the importance of Vicksburg and Davis's worry about it. 

When the Union threat to the Confederate stronghold accelerated 
with Major General Ulysses S. Grant’s April 1863 crossing to the east 
side of the Mississippi below Vicksburg, Davis did not wait for John- 
ston to decide what to do. He promptly ordered him to repair to Mis- 
sissippi. Someone was needed to control the situation, for Pemberton 
was outclassed by Grant. Upon arriving in Jackson on May 13, Johnston 
informed the War Department that because Union forces had inserted 
themselves between Vicksburg and Jackson, he had arrived too late. In 
his opinion, all was lost. Once again Johnston and Richmond became 
bogged down in a stupefying dialogue about his command authority. 
Although Johnston said only a quick strike could save Pemberton and 
Vicksburg, he orchestrated none. Davis urged action, wiring, “we can- 
not hope for numerical equality and time will probably increase the 
disparity.” Meanwhile, the general was quarreling with the War De- 
partment on the precise number of men he actually had.° 

Johnston's chief concern was to protect himself: Having concluded 
that Davis had placed him in a position where he could only fail, he 
wanted the record to show that he had been given an impossible assign- 
ment. To his wife’s expressed concern about a blemish on his reputation, 
Johnston responded, “Don't be uneasy on the subject.” Revealing some 
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self-awareness, he told her, “I cannot be a great man, Nature and the 
President will it otherwise.” He was half-right. Johnston possessed nei- 
ther the moral strength nor the self-confidence for greatness as a cap- 
tain, but the president wanted nothing so much as for him to prevail.’ 

Davis communicated daily with Johnston and Pemberton, but to no 
avail. All was lost. Vicksburg fell, and Pemberton surrendered his army 
of 31,000 men to Grant. Davis agonized over the disaster, craving to 
know whether the calamity had resulted from “mismanagement, or it 
may have been that [victory] was unattainable.” He was convinced that 
he had done all he possibly could to give his commanders on the scene 
the means to defeat Grant. Pemberton he viewed as a brave soldier lead- 
ing brave soldiers. The troops did exhibit heroism, and their commander 
was undoubtedly brave, but bravery alone never won a battle. Davis 
never perceived the reality that Pemberton was overmatched by Grant.® 

Exempting himself and Pemberton left only Johnston as the villain. 
Without doubt the departmental commander bore much responsibil- 
ity. He had done practically nothing with what he had, even after ad- 
mitting he faced a grave crisis. Caution and self-protectiveness were his 
watchwords. Davis wanted a court of inquiry, which he believed would 
indict Johnston's performance. One was called, but it never convened. 
For the beleaguered Confederates, the pressure of war would not per- 
mit such luxuries. But Davis was solely responsible for the command 
structure and the commanders who did not function effectively. Given 
the personalities involved, success was most unlikely. 

Ten weeks after the surrender of Vicksburg, the Army of Tennes- 
see won the greatest Confederate victory in the West at the Battle of 
Chickamauga, just south of Chattanooga. This triumph should have 
been the occasion for a great celebration, even if the defeated Union 
army did manage to withdraw into Chattanooga. But that rejoicing did 
not occur, not with the toxic atmosphere enveloping the senior general 
officers in the army. In fact, just as the fighting began and even while it 
intensified, backbiting and sniping reverberated through the battling 
army. At the forefront of this poisonous band were Bragg and Polk, 
this fully a year after the Kentucky campaign. 
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My goal here is not to establish fault, though there is plenty to 
go around, enough to tarnish all, but rather to appraise Davis’s reac- 
tion. Word of the recurrent trouble quickly reached Davis. An aide on 
a western fact-finding trip telegraphed from Atlanta that the situa- 
tion called for the president’s personal attention. Startling occurrences 
shook the army, though they should not have been surprising. Lieu- 
tenant General James Longstreet, who had come from Virginia to the 
Army of Tennessee and had fought at Chickamauga, wrote that Bragg 
should be replaced, as did Polk. Polk even told Davis that Bragg’s 
weakness derived from “wickedness.” For his part, Bragg relieved Polk 
of his corps command and pressed charges against him. Additionally, 
the other corps and division commanders initiated a petition, eventu- 
ally signed by a dozen generals, demanding Bragg’s relief.’ 

In October, only three weeks after Chickamauga, Davis arrived 
at the Army of Tennessee encampments just south of Chattanooga. 
‘This was his second trip in less than a year to this courageous but mis- 
handled army. He rode through the camps and talked with soldiers, 
but his main task was dealing with the strife and disorder among the 
general officers. He held discussions with Bragg and his subordinates. 
Everyone had a chance for their say, which they frankly delivered. 
Davis confronted a major command decision. 

Incredibly he left Bragg in command, though he did reassign Polk 
and allow Bragg to relieve another corps commander. Yet the president 
left in place the ravenous malignancy that had been devouring the army 
for more than a year. As commander in chief, this was arguably the 
worst and most damaging decision Davis made during the war. Even 
more baffling, he realized that he had temporarily bandaged a wound 
that required a drastic remedy. He admitted as much to an experienced 
lieutenant general he reassigned to the army: “I greatly rely upon you 
for the restoration of a proper feeling, and know that you will realize the 
comparative insignificance of personal considerations when weighed 
against the duty of imparting to the Army all the efficiency of which 
it is capable.” To the hapless Bragg he employed what in this instance 
was no more than a mantra. Circumstances, Davis implored, “should 
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lift men above all personal considerations and devote them wholly 
to their country’s cause.” The hard-fighting, loyal troops of the Army 
of Tennessee deserved much more from their commander in chief." 

To answer the two questions posed at the beginning of this essay, 
Jefferson Davis fully understood the importance of the Confederate 
West, and he devoted sufficient time and energy to it. Still, he was 
largely ineffective in managing the western war. While some of his 
decisions, such as assigning Albert Sidney Johnston and creating the 
Department of the West, have positive attributes, others, chiefly his 
dealing with interminable tumult among the generals in the Army of 
‘Tennessee, do not. Overall, what he did and even more what he did not 
do hampered the Confederate cause far more than it helped the war in 


the West. 
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JEFFERSON DAVIS AS WAR LEADER 


As president of the Confederate States of America, Jefferson Davis 
led his country in its war against the United States. The Confederate 
Constitution followed the U.S. Constitution in giving the president 
the basic powers of commander in chief. Thus in wartime the Con- 
federate president would lead the political and military effort. Davis 
certainly possessed the requisite qualifications to become commander 
in chief, a war leader. In fact few who have led this nation in war from 
the War of 1812 to Iraq could match his pedigree. He had military, po- 
litical, and administrative experience that set him apart from other 
southern notables in 186r. 

Davis's particular background was immensely influential in his se- 
lection as provisional president of the fledgling Confederacy. He had 
graduated from West Point, had spent seven years on active duty as an 
officer in the regular army, and had a distinguished combat record as a 
regimental commander during the Mexican War. Additionally, he had 
been a member of both the U.S. House and Senate, serving in the latter 
body during the 1850s as chairman of the Committee on Military Af- 
fairs. Furthermore, between 1853 and 1857 he held the office of secretary 
of war under President Franklin Pierce. 

Despite these impressive credentials, Davis has usually been harshly 
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judged by historians in his starring role, president of the Confeder- 
ate States. This historical assessment almost makes a prima facie case 
for disregarding prior achievement and experience in awarding high 
and responsible office. Of course, Davis is usually matched against his 
wartime opposite, Abraham Lincoln, and invariably comes in second, 
generally a distant second. Yet trailing Lincoln does not automati- 
cally brand Davis a failure, for in my judgment Lincoln was clearly the 
greatest war leader in our history. 

But even when viewed alone, Davis commonly receives poor marks. 
Without going into an extended historiographical discussion, it is safe 
to say that most historians have been and still are quite critical of 
the Confederate president. In general they portray him as brittle, ill- 
tempered, and unable or unwilling to grow with responsibility. Ac- 
cording to this script, these shortcomings were especially disastrous in 
his inability to appreciate the political dimensions of the war he was 
fighting and in his micromanagement of his generals.’ 

Before assessing Davis as war leader, it is essential to begin with the 
criteria used to judge an individual's performance as war leader. While 
making no claim for including every possible category, most everyone 
would agree on the centrality of three: first, understanding the politi- 
cal and strategic reality facing the country at war; second, articulating 
war goals or aims in relevant and understandable terms and commu- 
nicating them to the citizenry; and third, managing the war as the 
military commander in chief. Considering how Davis performed in 
each of these areas will provide a perspective for assessing him as a 
war leader.’ 

Jefferson Davis was convinced that an armed struggle between the 
South, striving for independence, and the North, resisting it, would 
be long and bitter. From his tenure as secretary of war and as a leader 
in the U.S. Senate, he understood the potential war-making power of 
the North, both human and material. The formation of the Confed- 
erate States of America did not alter his outlook. When hostilities 
began only two months after his inauguration as provisional presi- 
dent, he acted accordingly. Expecting a lengthy conflict in which the 
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Confederates “would have many a bitter experience,” he called on Con- 
gress to accept enlistments for the duration, or at least three years. In 
contrast, congressmen, confident of a short, happy war, wanted only six 
months of service. Despite his urging, Davis could get but one year as 
a compromise.* 

As the war progressed, he moved smartly to try to make his side 
more competitive. This is not the place for a detailed discussion of his 
actions, but two examples, one from early in the war, another from 
late, should make the point. In the spring of 1862, Davis proposed and 
obtained from Congress the first national conscription act in Amer- 
ican history. Then in the final winter of the war, he moved against 
considerable opposition to sever the powerful southern bond that had 
bound black slavery to white liberty. Davis successfully advocated put- 
ting slaves in Confederate uniforms, realizing that such an act would 
mean emancipation, at least for slave soldiers, and fundamentally alter 
southern society. But he was willing to jettison slavery to save Confed- 
erate independence. 

Davis also comprehended that material limitations sharply restricted 
his military options. Early on, many Confederates clamored for their 
troops to take the offensive, to take the war to the enemy and to en- 
emy territory. Davis agreed in principle but recognized that he could 
not equip his armies for such an undertaking. He could see no good in 
announcing that the Confederacy had shifted to the offensive when he 
could not back up such words with actions. That situation he explained 
to his generals, though not to the Confederate public. Even in the face 
of criticism, he did not think he could explain his reasoning. “I have 
borne reproach in silence because to reply by an exact statement of 
the facts would have exposed our weakness to the enemy.” Davis could 
only “pine for the day when our soil shall be free from invasion and our 
banners float over the fields of the Enemy.” Reality governed.* 

‘The president’s fathoming the position of his country involved more 
than objectivity concerning military resources. From the outset Davis 
understood that he led a nation in the making, that Confederate na- 
tionalism was being constructed during the war. In the autumn of 1861, 
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he urged brigading troops by state because he saw “state pride” as “the 
highest incentive for gallant and faithful service.” 

Moreover, he perceived that the fragility of Confederate national- 
ism, even Confederate loyalty, must govern military strategy. Davis 
felt that he must temper the military maxim of concentration. The 
president believed that he had to maintain a visible military presence 
throughout the country or he would face “dissatisfaction, distress, de- 
sertion of soldiers, and opposition of State Govts.” In 1863 he wrote 
one of his commanders: “the general truth, that power is increased by 
the concentration of an army, is, under our peculiar circumstances sub- 
ject to modification. The evacuation of any portion of territory involves 
not only the loss of supplies, but in eve[ry] instance .. . troops.” Davis 
could envision a reaction so vigorous that it could cause the disinte- 
gration of the Confederacy. He struggled constantly with the vexing 
problem of concentration.® 

‘This tenuous nationalism did not shake Davis's conviction about the 
ultimate outcome, for he always looked to the American Revolution as 
the cauldron of American nationalism. Although admitting in a public 
address in January 1863 that war was utterly evil, the president defined 
“the severe crucible” as essential, for it alone could “cement us together.” 
He believed that the horrors of war “we have been subjected to in com- 
mon, and the glory which encircles our brow has made us a band of 
brothers, and I trust, we will be united forever.” Now, he asserted, sol- 
diers of every state had become “linked in the defense of a most sacred 
cause.” To him the war was creating Confederate nationalism.’ 

For President Davis, his new country had a single major goal, inde- 
pendence. He viewed the Confederacy as engaged in a struggle matching 
that of the Founding Fathers—liberty versus despotism. In defining 
this contest he proclaimed in his inaugural address as provisional presi- 
dent that the Confederacy “illustrate[d] the American idea that gov- 
ernments rest upon the consent of the governed, and that it is the right 
of the people to alter or abolish governments whenever they become 
destructive of the ends for which they were established.” He empha- 
sized to his fellow Confederates that they were defending the rights 
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they had inherited from their Revolutionary ancestors. Throughout 
the war he accentuated the intimate relationship between the patriots 
of the founding generation and the patriots endeavoring to create the 
southern nation.® 

As a seasoned professional politician before 1861, Davis was aware 
that public support was necessary for the success of public policy as 
well as for the success of a public official. His emphasis on liberty and 
the sacred link between two generations of founders certainly reso- 
nated with his constituency. Southerners had been evangels for liberty 
and the holiness of the Revolution since the Founding Fathers. Davis 
pointed to the roster of southern heroes from George Washington for- 
ward who had defended liberty. Now under the Confederate banner, 
their sons and daughters were emulating their example. 

In this clarion call to defend liberty, Davis did not dodge slavery. He 
knew the peculiar institution was at the center of southern society, of 
the Confederate States. Even so, he insisted that he was not directing 
a war for slaveowners but for white liberty. White southerners under- 
stood perfectly, for at least since the Revolution they had considered 
their liberty inextricably tied to black slavery. To them, only southern 
whites could make decisions about slavery; any outsider interfering 
with the institution threatened white liberty. 

In this context Davis stood on traditional southern ground when 
he condemned Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. He interpreted 
this edict as a manifestation of the brutal war being waged against 
the Confederacy. He asserted that his government had thwarted all 
efforts by an aggressive United States. Unable to vanquish “a people 
determined to be free,” the Union, according to Davis, had turned to 
barbarity, even including the possibility of massacre in the countryside 
and a horrendous race war, which to the minds of white southerners 
would be the inevitable result of any general slave uprising. In Davis’s 
judgment the alternatives faced by the Confederates were stark: victory 
and liberty or defeat and enslavement.’ 

Although Davis clung to liberty as the Confederate goal, he re- 
sponded to a changing war. By 1863 the course of the struggle had 
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brought real hardship to much of the home front. In his holy quest 
for liberty, Davis led the Confederacy in directions inconceivable in 
1861. He told southerners that they must fight for liberty, no matter 
the cost. From conscription to enlisting slave soldiers, Davis asked for 
the previously unthinkable. But he was no dictator. He led but also 
heard and heeded both leaders and private citizens in an effort to en- 
sure that government policy did not stray too far from public opinion. 
For example, the president listened to the outcries against the substitu- 
tion provision of the conscription law, which permitted a drafted man 
to escape service by paying for a substitute; to critics it allowed the 
rich to avoid serving and arrayed class against class. In 1863 Congress, 
with Davis’s support, repealed substitution and even made those who 
had purchased substitutes eligible for service. The United States had 
a similar substitution provision, but it remained in place for the entire 
war. As a veteran of antebellum Mississippi politics, Davis well knew 
the political danger of even seeming to favor the rich. He envisioned 
no rich man’s war with poor men doing the fighting. Tax policy also 
shifted. Congress enacted a progressive income tax and placed a 10 
percent tax in kind on agricultural products, with the proceeds to be 
distributed among soldiers’ families. 

In addition, the president hailed efforts by states and localities to 
assist those deprived by war. The Confederacy did fall short of fulfilling 
the needs for assistance, yet seven decades before the New Deal and 
under extremely difficult circumstances, it tried, however stumblingly. 
For Davis and his administration, significant relief could come only 
when battlefield success could relieve pressure on the home front. 

From all the letters that crossed his desk, the president had no doubt 
about the profound sacrifices many Confederates were making. In his 
public statements, especially by 1864, he always praised their commit- 
ment and devotion to the cause, though he admitted he could not 
predict “how many sacrifices it may take” to achieve victory. Acknowl- 
edging in 1864 that many soldiers had absented themselves from the 
army, Davis never cast aspersions on their patriotism. He realized that 
these men had gone to war to protect liberty and defend home and 
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family. Yet by late 1863, with home and family often undefended while 
confronting privation, social disorganization, and advancing Federal 
armies, many soldiers rethought their primary duty." 

Davis understood what was happening and was not impervious to 
the motivations. Examining the files of men sentenced to death for de- 
sertion made a powerful impression. In one case a soldier left his unit 
upon being informed that the enemy had driven his wife and children 
from their home; they were all sick and destitute, and one child had 
already died. This husband and father departed without permission, 
though he did return, whereupon a court-martial convicted him of 
desertion. Noting that he would have acted precisely as the soldier did, 
the president set aside the conviction and ordered the man restored to 
the ranks. Faced regularly with this hard reality, Davis urged those who 
had gone home to return to their units. Homes and families could ul- 
timately be protected, he maintained, only by battlefield success. In his 
mind there was but a single alternative: “slavish submission to despotic 
usurpation.”" 

As president, Davis strove to get his message before the Confeder- 
ate public. His formal messages to Congress along with proclamations 
appeared in newspapers, as did public addresses. Yet he went further. 
On three occasions—in the winter of 1862-63, in the fall of 1863, and 
in the fall of 1864—he traveled from the capital of Richmond across 
much of his country, on the first two occasions all the way to Missis- 
sippi, on the third to Alabama. These trips had a military purpose, for 
he visited with armies and their commanders. But he also met with 
civilian authorities and with the public. Davis made countless public 
appearances and delivered numerous speeches, from formal presenta- 
tions before legislatures to impromptu remarks at railroad stops. He 
did not hide in Richmond but tried to make himself seen and heard 
by his fellow citizens. 

On the whole he succeeded. Although a multitude of political ad- 
versaries slashed at him, especially from 1863 on, no single politician 
rose to challenge seriously his leadership. His shrill opponents howled, 
but they accomplished little. These men were strongest in Georgia, 
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where inveterate antagonists Governor Joseph Brown and Vice Presi- 
dent Alexander Stephens led the assault. Still, Georgia remained stal- 
wart for the president. As late as 1864 Brown and Stephens failed to 
turn the state legislature against Davis. Until the bitter end he re- 
mained the dominant political force in the Confederacy. 

While Davis never shunned his role as leader of the Confederate 
people and nation, he took quite seriously his position as commander 
in chief of the armed forces. The president considered himself an ex- 
pert on military matters and believed himself eminently qualified to 
command an army or to command commanders. He never doubted 
his own military ability or judgment. In directing the Confederate war, 
Davis adopted hands-on tactics. His own predilection as well as his 
sense of duty involved him in all aspects of the military, from the triv- 
ial, such as complaints from junior officers, to the deadly serious, such 
as critical strategic decisions. His administrative style dated to his time 
as U.S. secretary of war. Then presiding over a small establishment, he 
wanted to know about everything and see every document. He brought 
that same practice to the Confederate presidency. Nothing changed, 
not even by 1862, when he was directing a great war. The minutiae 
that received his regular attention utterly boggles the mind. He ques- 
tioned nominations for junior officers and involved himself in deciding 
whether two pieces of artillery went to the navy or to Charleston. A 
letter from a captain wanting a transfer from Virginia to the Missis- 
sippi Valley received presidential attention. The list is unending. 

Davis was his own secretary of war. While he did have men, all but 
one quite able, in that office, he did not create areas of responsibility 
nor did he delegate authority. He wished for advice, often requesting 
it, and willingly discussed issues, large and small, but he made the de- 
cisions. Although directives that left Richmond carried various sig- 
natures, including at times that of the secretary of war, all contained 
decisions made by Jefferson Davis. Running the war office or the high 
command, Davis was definitely a micromanager. 

Yet he did not deal with his generals in the field in the same man- 
ner. Although he appointed the general officers who commanded his 
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armies, once he put them in place, he rarely told them what to do. 
His instructions in June 1861 to General Joseph E. Johnston at Harp- 
ers Ferry set the tone. Informing the general that he wanted Harpers 
Ferry held as long as possible, the president said that as commander 
on the scene, Johnston must exercise his own discretion. Likewise, 
three months later Davis acted similarly when, against the president’s 
wishes, Major General Leonidas Polk violated Kentucky’s neutrality 
by occupying Columbus. There was an immediate political backlash; 
an alarmed governor of Tennessee warned the president that Polk’s 
move harmed the Confederate cause in Kentucky. Davis then counter- 
manded Polk, but the general insisted that his actions were militarily 
indispensable. Responding, Davis asserted that “the necessity must jus- 
tify the action,” which meant Polk, the commander on the scene, would 
make the final decision. He stayed in Kentucky.” 

Davis pursued that policy throughout the war, though he would rec- 
ommend courses of action. In the spring of 1862, he suggested to Gen- 
eral Albert Sidney Johnston that he isolate one element of the enemy 
and inflict a mighty blow. But the decision was Johnston's. Again, in 
the winter of 1862-63, he urged Lieutenant General Theophilus Hol- 
mes in Arkansas to assist Joseph Johnston in Mississippi but tempered 
his language by telling Holmes that he must use his own discretion. 
Additional examples could be brought forth. It is difficult to explain 
the contrast between Davis’s handling of his field commanders and his 
management of the War Department. The difference was certainly not 
because he failed to comprehend the change wrought by the telegraph. 
Throughout the war he utilized that instrument, fully aware that it per- 
mitted rapid communication between him and his generals. Perhaps 
it came from his military background—generals should be left alone. 
Possibly his service in Mexico with General Zachary Taylor, whom he 
admired extravagantly, influenced him, for Taylor growled about in- 
terference from civilian authorities above him. Whatever the reasons, 
Davis gave his generals enormous leeway." 

Not only did Davis fail to direct his generals, but he too often left 
them in command long after they should have been removed. Unlike 
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Lincoln, Davis did not regularly relieve generals. Of course, one of the 
most famous incidents involving Davis and his generals was his fir- 
ing of Joseph Johnston in 1864 before Atlanta. Yet that action did not 
occur because Johnston failed to obey orders from Richmond, but in- 
stead because he refused to tell Davis what he, Johnston, intended to 
do. Even so, this is the exception that proves the rule. 

A much more common situation prevailed after the failed Confed- 
erate advance into Kentucky in the fall of 1862. Confederate misfor- 
tune in Kentucky came from several directions. At the same time, the 
inability of Confederate commanders to cooperate was surely crucial. 
Following the Confederate withdrawal, the three senior generals— 
two army commanders, Braxton Bragg and Edmund Kirby Smith, and 
Bragg’s ranking subordinate, Leonidas Polk—all blamed each other for 
the outcome. Davis thought highly of each officer, considering all of 
them loyal, selfless patriots. He saw them as he had earlier described 
Smith to Bragg: “He has taken every position without the least ten- 
dency to question its advantage to himself, without complaint when 
his prospects for distinction were remote, and with alacrity when dan- 
ger and hardships were to be met.” Yet the failure in Kentucky terribly 
disappointed the president. As a result he brought the three men, in- 
dividually, to Richmond, where he listened to each deflect responsibil- 
ity and accuse the others. After hearing these recriminations, Davis, 
incredibly, left the three in place, even promoting Smith and Polk, and 
implored them for the good of the cause to get along. When funda- 
mental overhaul was desperately needed, Davis stood still.“ 

And there were other examples of this kind of response or nonre- 
sponse. For the possibility of the ultimate Confederate success, they 
happened far too frequently. In such instances, for all the right reasons, 
a ruthless, even pragmatic, commander in chief would have instituted 
dramatic changes, including dismissals, transfers, and promotion of 
junior generals. In the Army of Tennessee, the cancer that Davis did 
not even attempt to excise in the post-Kentucky weeks was left to grow 
even more virulent. 
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Jefferson Davis as a war leader performed far more ably in his po- 
litical role than in his military one. Concerning the political dimen- 
sions of his position, broadly construed, he merits high marks. On the 
military side the result is mixed. Davis did comprehend the strategic 
situation facing his country, and his basic strategic decisions were rea- 
sonable and understandable. But as a purely military commander in 
chief, he exhibited serious flaws. Too often he did not exercise appro- 
priate command authority over generals or intervene effectively when 
crippling disagreements divided senior commanders. Elsewhere I have 
delineated the practical and emotional reasons behind his inaction. 
Simply put, Davis did not have the steel or ruthlessness to make abso- 
lutely essential command decisions.” 


Jefferson Davis as War Leader 89 


8 


JEFFERSON DAVIS AND 
THE MEANING OF THE WAR 


In the dozen years before 1861, Jefferson Davis was a national politician 
who became increasingly influential; by the latter half of the 1850s no 
southern political leader had more standing or prestige in the nation. 
Then during the Civil War, his occupying the presidency of the Con- 
federate States ensured his prominence. Throughout the many years he 
lived after the war, he occupied a formative and powerful role in cre- 
ating the Lost Cause ideology, which included establishing both the 
causes of the war and the war aims of the Confederacy. 

During the antebellum years, when Davis served as a U.S. sena- 
tor from Mississippi on two separate occasions (1847-51 and 1857-61) 
and as a member of President Franklin Pierce’s cabinet (1853-57), the 
question of slavery in the territories became the major national public 
issue. It initially focused on the effort to outlaw slavery in the Mexi- 
can Cession, the vast area added to the United States as result of the 
Mexican War that included the Southwest and California. Congress 
struggled unsuccessfully for an answer until in 1850 the Compromise 
of 1850 seemingly solved the problem. But that solution was short 
lived. In 1854 the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which repealed 
the Missouri Compromise line dividing slave and free territory in the 
Louisiana Purchase, set off another political conflagration. Despite 
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a U.S. Supreme Court decision in 1857 that supposedly rendered a 
final judicial verdict, slavery in the territories remained both domi- 
nant and flammable until the Union divided. Throughout these years 
of public debate, legislation, and court opinion, Jefferson Davis was 
vigorously active." 

Of course, differing outlooks on slavery in the territories derived 
from opposing views of slavery in the nation. On this central insti- 
tution in southern society, Davis never flinched. He called slavery a 
“paternal institution” sanctioned by “the decree of God.” As he ex- 
plained to a friend, “it is time for our justification before the unin- 
formed and that we may be understood by posterity as well as by con- 
temporaries that the long continued and gross misinterpretations of 
our slave institutions should be answered.” To Davis slavery was not a 
necessary evil but a positive good that permitted the great mission of 
civilizing and Christianizing an inferior race and that simultaneously 
underlay white equality. Publicly and pointedly he stood foursquare 
behind the institution that he had known since childhood and pro- 
vided the foundation for not only his family’s prosperity but also that 
of his state.” 

On the political matter of the territories, Davis was equally forth- 
right and adamant. Following the basic reasoning laid out by John C. 
Calhoun, the foremost political champion of slavery and the South, 
Davis maintained that the Constitution protected slavery as property. 
‘Therefore, southerners as Americans had every constitutional right to 
take their slave property into the national domain. “Shall the citizen, 
who rejoicing in the extended domain of his country, migrate to its 
newly acquired territory,” he asked Congress, “find himself shorn of the 
property he held under the Constitution?” His answer was a resound- 
ing negative. Considering veterans of the Mexican War like himself, 
he posed the question: “Shall the widow and orphan of him who died 
in his country’s quarrel be excluded from the acquisition obtained in 
part by his blood?” As he saw it, there could be only one response: 
“Never, Never! Reason and justice, constitutional right and national 
pride, combine to forbid the supposition.” Davis felt vindicated when 
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the Dred Scott decision essentially adopted Calhoun’s interpretation, 
declaring that Congress could not prohibit slavery in the territories.* 

He accepted Calhoun’s assertion that the territorial question placed 
at stake “the equality of the South.” In Davis's judgment anti-southern 
northerners raised the issue for “political strife, for sectional supremacy.” 
Unlike Calhoun, Davis never recognized a substantive moral dimen- 
sion in the antislavery movement and territorial prohibition initiatives. 
He defined antislavery and anti-South activity solely as striving for “a 
discrimination against one section of the [country], the palpable ob- 
ject of which is totally to destroy political equality.” Confronting this 
assault, Davis proclaimed that the South must resist, for his section 
could never “consent to be a marked caste, doomed, in the progress of 
national growth, to be dwarfed into helplessness and political depen- 
dence.” Such a state of affairs would mean that the South had lost its 
precious legacy of liberty.* 

Looking carefully at Davis’s reaction to the vexing and volcanic ter- 
ritorial issue makes one point quite clear. He did not talk about states’ 
rights; he did not see the restriction of slavery as violating that prin- 
ciple. Instead he emphasized that the exclusion of slavery from the 
territories would torpedo the constitutional rights of slaveowners and 
shatter the equality of the South in the nation. Thus his concern fo- 
cused on individuals and section. 

At the same time, states’ rights did make up a central part of Davis’s 
political vocabulary. Throughout his antebellum political career, Davis 
lined up behind the states’ rights orthodoxy that claimed the allegiance 
of the Democratic Party and, for that matter, many other southern- 
ers outside that party’s tent. He viewed Thomas Jefferson and James 
Madison, with their Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions of 1798 and 
1799, as the architects of the political gospel. He also held in high re- 
gard the leading states’ rights apostle of his day, Calhoun. Davis con- 
sidered himself but a disciple of these giants of constitutional interpre- 
tation. In this reading of the Constitution, the states had created the 
federal government and in so doing delegated only specific powers to 
the central authority. Thus the federal government had only the limited 
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powers spelled out in the Constitution. Carried to its logical conclu- 
sion, as Davis and most southerners did, this doctrine meant that the 
states that had separately and voluntarily joined the Union could also 
separately and voluntarily leave it. He gave voice to this conviction in 
his final speech in the Senate, averring “as an essential attribute of State 
sovereignty, the right of a State to secede from the Union.”° 

Even so, Davis’s analysis of the political world of the late 1850s and 
the danger facing the South had little to do with states’ rights. He 
defined the growing Republican Party as a distinct threat to his sec- 
tion and its central social and economic institution. He decried the 
self-proclaimed Republican mission of prohibiting slavery in the ter- 
ritories and attacking slavery as a blemish on the nation. As he saw it, 
the party’s goals disregarded the constitutional rights of southerners 
as Americans and endangered the southern social system. In trying to 
defame southerners and challenge their “Americanness,” Davis found 
Republicans reprehensible. In his mind their “greatest evil” had already 
occurred: “the perversion of the Northern mind and .. . the alienation 
of the Northern people from the fraternity due to the South.” If these 
Republicans should gain national power, then he perceived palpable 
danger to the South and slavery.° 

Again Davis concentrated on the Republican menace to section 
and slavery, not states’ rights. In the crisis of the Union following the 
election of Abraham Lincoln in November 1860, Davis maintained 
that focus. He hoped for a compromise between the Republicans and 
the South that would protect southern rights as he defined them. He 
was no fire-eater preaching the glories and joys of secession. In his 
own state Davis tried to defuse the excitement over Lincoln’s election, 
and in Congress he worked for a settlement. On both fronts he failed. 
Mississippi rushed toward secession, while Congress stalled, thwarting 
adjustment. 

Finally and reluctantly, Davis concluded in late December that the 
Union would dissolve. To protect slavery and southern power, seces- 
sion became mandatory. At that point states’ rights moved to the fore- 
front because that doctrine legitimized breaking up the Union. In his 
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farewell address to the Senate, Davis pointed to states’ rights as the 
constitutional bulwark upon which Mississippi and the other seced- 
ing states stood. Yet his remarks left no doubt that secession was war- 
ranted, not because the rights of Mississippi or any other state had 
been violated, but because slavery and the safety of the South had be- 
come endangered. The Republican Party had mounted “an attack upon 
[southern] social institutions” that necessitated secession.” 

Mississippi joined with six other Deep South states to form the 
Confederate States of America, and Davis was chosen as provisional 
president. In his inaugural address in Montgomery, Alabama, in Feb- 
ruary 1861, he made clear his conviction that the new nation was the le- 
gitimate descendant of the American Revolution. He told his audience 
that the South had “asserted a right which the Declaration of Indepen- 
dence of 1776 had defined to be inalienable.” Because the Union of the 
Founding Fathers “had been perverted from the purpose for which it 
was ordained and had ceased to answer the ends for which it was estab- 
lished,” the states of the Confederacy acted peacefully to end the gov- 
ernment created by compact and brought into being one of their own.® 

Upon Davis’s arrival in Montgomery and even before his inaugu- 
ration, he underscored the foundation upon which the young nation 
rested: “Fellow Citizens and Brethren of the Confederate States of 
America—for now we are brethren, not in name, merely, but in fact— 
men of one of flesh, one bone, one purpose, and of identity of domes- 
tic institutions.” Pointing to what he called the “homogeneity” in the 
Confederacy, he said it would surely prevail. He perceived unity in 
purpose and allegiance to a single goal, the success of the new nation. 
The Confederacy would guarantee the liberty of its citizens, a freedom 
that included the maintenance of slavery. For white southerners this 
conjunction of white liberty and black slavery came directly from the 
Revolution. From at least that period, whites in the South defined their 
liberty, in part, as their right to own slaves and to decide the fate of the 
institution without any outside interference.? 

In striving to ensure their liberty, Davis and his fellow Confederates 
ended up in an increasingly brutal war. By the summer of 1862, Davis 
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saw horror becoming pervasive in his countryside. The penetration by 
Federal forces into so many areas of the South brought thousands of 
civilians into direct contact with raids, battles, and occupations. Some 
Federals welcomed the havoc wreaked upon persons and property, 
while others for a time tried to control the destruction. But bound- 
aries proved impossible to maintain. In a public proclamation Davis 
denounced an enemy who “laid waste our fields, polluted our altars, 
and violated the sanctity of our homes.” In a message to Congress, he 
did not mince words: “Humanity shudders at the appalling atrocities 
which are being daily multiplied under the sanction of those who have 
obtained temporary power in the United States.”" 

For Davis, the Emancipation Proclamation represented the culmi- 
nation of the savage war waged on his country. Abraham Lincoln is- 
sued his preliminary proclamation in late September 1862, with the 
final version promulgated on January 1, 1863, the date it took effect. 
Using his authority as commander in chief, Lincoln freed all of the 
slaves in states and areas of states still engaged in rebellion against the 
United States. Across the Confederacy the edict generated an outrage; 
Confederates saw it as inciting slaves to rebel, which threatened a fe- 
rocious bloodbath and the possibility of a race war. In a message to 
Congress, Davis condemned the proclamation as “the most execrable 
measure recorded in history of guilty man.” To him the proclamation 
represented the “impotent rage” of a government that could not tri- 
umph by defeating Confederate armies." 

Davis wanted mightily to retaliate against what he saw as an in- 
creasingly cruel foe. That his armies had not yet reached into the ter- 
ritory of his opponents restricted his options, denying him the op- 
portunity to impose civilian suffering and destruction that came only 
with invading hosts. His only realistic course was to turn on prisoners 
of war. But if the Confederates violated accepted practices and began 
executing prisoners, even in the name of retaliation, they would be- 
come just as savage as their enemy. Even more important, the Lin- 
coln administration would surely do likewise to the prisoners held 
by the North. Despite his growing scorn for his opponents, Davis 
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never did discover an appropriate way to repay what he viewed as 
barbaric ferocity. 

Amid the conflagration engulfing his country, President Davis did 
not say much about states’ rights. In his inaugural he had acknowl- 
edged “the sovereign States now composing the Confederacy,” and 
periodically he stated his long-held belief in the doctrine. Although he 
never spent much time discussing states’ rights, his political opponents 
used it as a club to pound him. Holding up such measures as conscrip- 
tion, impressment, and the suspension of habeas corpus, they attacked 
Davis for creating a consolidated central government. Despite the fact 
that Congress had legislated on all these measures, Davis’s critics ac- 
cused him of being a despot, running roughshod over the rights of 
states and citizens.” 

Facing this criticism, Davis remained unperturbed. His position 
was clear, and he stated it forthrightly. The nation must defend itself. 
He insisted that the Confederate Constitution authorized Congress 
to raise an army and provide for defense, which legitimized the very 
steps his antagonists railed against. This constitutional view of defense 
or security did not originate with the war. Back when he was secretary 
of war in Pierce’s administration, Davis advocated federal construc- 
tion of a transcontinental railroad, arguing that protection of the West 
Coast and of citizens demanded that action. Opposition by his south- 
ern strict-constructionist friends did not sway him then; nor did the 
wartime fault-finders deter him.” 

For Davis nothing could override the importance of bringing the 
war to a successful conclusion. To him that meant Confederate inde- 
pendence and the resulting liberty of the nation’s citizens. In the end 
Confederate salvation even caused him to reconsider the sanctity of 
slavery. In the anguished winter of 1865, with disasters coming from 
every direction and catastrophe looming, he moved to break up liberty 
and slavery, the longstanding cement of southern society. He agreed 
that slaves should become Confederate soldiers and urged Congress to 
pass the appropriate legislation. He also fully comprehended that cred- 
itable military service would lead to emancipation, at least for those 
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who served. Furthermore, as he vowed to the governor of Virginia, he 
was even prepared to give the slave veteran “a right to return to his old 
home when he shall have been honorably discharged from military 
service.” Davis, therefore, committed himself to freedom plus the right 
of the ex-slave to live as a free man at his former home, the property of 
the individual who had previously owned him. To save his nation Davis 
found himself standing in a place utterly inconceivable in 1861. He was 
willing to challenge the privileges of private property and contemplate 
a quite different postbellum society: whites, slaves, and a substantial, 
albeit unknown, number of free blacks, who had been enslaved, all liv- 
ing on the land of the white propertyowner."* 

‘The southern landscape after 1865 did differ sharply from the ante- 
bellum era, even more dramatically than Davis's new world would have 
altered it. The Confederacy was crushed by military force. Slavery dis- 
appeared; ruin and poverty marked the devastation wrought by the 
war. Davis himself spent the first two postwar years in prison and the 
remaining twenty-two years trying, unsuccessfully, to recreate prosper- 
ity for himself and his family. His various failed ventures are not the 
subject here, however. 

Davis was in the forefront of those formulating the Lost Cause ide- 
ology. That role without question made up his most important postwar 
activity. He made his contribution in three different formats: private 
correspondence, public appearances and addresses in the 1880s, and 
the publication in 1881 of his Rise and Fall of Confederate Government. 
Throughout the letters, the speeches, and two fat volumes, two major 
themes dominated. First, Davis always insisted on the constitutionality 
of secession, which in his mind meant that the secessionists possessed 
the legal and moral right to sever the Union. Thus in opposing seces- 
sion and especially in employing force against secessionists, the federal 
government was wrong. Second, in his interpretation the Confederacy 
was defined as engaging in a noble fight to uphold constitutional lib- 
erty, vindicate the rights of the states, and resist consolidation.” 

Davis's absolute conviction that in 1861 he had acted in conformity 
with the Constitution underlay his refusal ever to ask for pardon or for 
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the removal of political disabilities imposed on him by the Fourteenth 
Amendment. That men he admired, even revered, such as his older 
brother Joseph and Robert E. Lee requested and accepted pardons did 
not budge him. He readily agreed that he had taken an oath to uphold 
the Constitution, and he insisted that he had done so even in support- 
ing secession. In 1876 Davis explained to a congressman, “further it may 
be proper to state that I have no claim to pardon not having in any- 
wise repented or changed the conviction on which my political course 
was founded as well as before as during and since the war between the 
States.” But there was more. To those who asserted that a petition for 
pardon or removal of the disqualification stipulated by the Fourteenth 
Amendment did not necessarily mean admission of wrong, Davis 
was equally adamant. “Now sir,” he lectured a friend, “if I were to ask 
having my disabilities removed, it would not be a confession of wrong 
doing on my part, but it would be to that extent an admission of right 
to impose the disability I asked them to remove. That neither you nor 
I can concede.” He clung to that creed as long as he had breath.” 

Yet nowhere in Davis’s exposition of Lost Cause ideology, either 
in its antecedents or content, did slavery appear. In this instance, as 
with focusing on the constitutionality of secession and the nobility of 
the Confederate cause, Davis joined with the other founders of the 
Lost Cause. Slavery disappeared from discussions of war causation 
and the Confederacy.” 

Davis made his fullest statement on the role of slavery in Rise and 
Fall. These two labored, massive volumes do not constitute a memoir 
in the traditional sense but contain an extended apologia for Davis’s 
interpretation of secession and the Confederacy. In his book he down- 
plays slavery as causing secession. “The truth remains intact and incon- 
trovertible,” he wrote, “that the existence of African servitude was in 
no wise the cause of the conflict, but only an incident.” 

‘That announcement contrasts fundamentally with Davis’s clearly 
expressed view in 1861 and before that he regarded slavery as basic 
to secession and the Confederacy. But Davis and his fellows in the 
Lost Cause effort in the 1870s and especially the 1880s did their work 
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stunningly well. Their gospel, that secession was about the Constitu- 
tion and states’ rights, not about slavery and sectional power, persuaded 
the South and, even more importantly, the nation. That interpretation 
of the coming of the war dominated nationally for a long time, into the 
second half of the twentieth century. Moreover, it remains amazingly 
vibrant even in the twenty-first century. 

‘The historical record makes clear that Jefferson Davis’s views did 
not remain the same. Between the antebellum years and the 1880s they 
changed. My understanding of the man is that he was sincere in both 
of the stances he took. How then should his position or positions be 
explained? Fastening on what he thought and said at the time, in the 
extended crisis over the fate of the Union, offers the most honest un- 
derstanding. Then he concentrated on slavery and sectional power as 
the causes of secession, not violations of states’ rights. Although states’ 
rights provided constitutional sanction for secession, Davis and his 
fellow southerners in 1860 and 1861 left the Union to protect slavery 
and what they defined as southern liberty. They created the Confeder- 
ate States to guarantee the preservation of both. 
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JEFFERSON DAVIS AND TWO MONTGOMERY 
INAUGURALS, I86I AND 1886 


‘The first inauguration of Jefferson Davis in Montgomery, Alabama, oc- 
curred in February 1861. That event is well known and its importance 
indisputable. The second, as I term it, took place twenty-five years later 
in April 1886. That occurrence is little known and its importance largely 
unrecognized. Yet the initial ceremony was essential for the one that 
followed a quarter century later, which overmatched in significance its 
predecessor. 

Basic similarities linked the two inaugurals. In each instance Davis 
received an invitation to travel to Montgomery. Each time he made 
the trip by train. On both journeys an enthusiastic public cheered him 
as he made his way toward Montgomery. In the city, in 1886 as well as 
in 1861, a massive turnout and an adoring welcome awaited him. But 
he never stayed long in the Alabama capital, just over three months in 
1861 and but a few days in 1886. 

At the same time, sharp contrasts differentiated the two occasions. 
In 1861 Davis, a political figure of national importance, had been sum- 
moned to Montgomery to lead a new southern republic, the Confed- 
erate States of America, in its quest for independence. In 1886 Davis, 
an old man of seventy-eight and in poor health, had been invited as 
an honoree to attend a celebration—the dedication of a monument to 
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Confederate soldiers. This second time in Montgomery, Davis himself 
became a living monument. White citizens anointed him as the sym- 
bol of a revered, albeit selective, Confederate memory. 

In 1861 Davis had resigned his seat in the U.S. Senate following 
Mississippi’s secession and returned to his riverfront plantation just 
south of Vicksburg. On February 9g he received a telegram inform- 
ing him that he had been chosen provisional president of the Con- 
federate States of America and calling him to Montgomery. On the 
eleventh a slave rowed Davis out into the Mississippi River, where he 
boarded a steamboat for Vicksburg. When the vessel reached that river 
port, a gala throng, complete with bands and militia units, celebrated 
the president-elect. From there he took a train some fifty miles east to 
Jackson, the state capital, where more citizens praised the native son. 
To reach Montgomery from Jackson by rail, Davis had to go north to 
Grand Junction in Tennessee (a state still in the Union), then east to 
Chattanooga, south to Atlanta (within Confederate borders), and fi- 
nally southwestward to Montgomery, the Alabama capital that served 
as the Confederate capital. “One continuous ovation,” as a reporter 
put it, characterized the five-day journey. Along this route of applause, 
Davis spoke at almost every stop, except in Tennessee.' 

‘The president-elect’s train pulled into Montgomery at 10:00 P.M. 
on the sixteenth. A large, excited crowd and salvos of artillery noted 
its arrival. Davis spoke briefly to the gathered listeners, then headed 
for his hotel. But the clamor for more from the new chieftain did not 
subside. At 10:45 he appeared on the hotel balcony to emphasize his 
sense of the moment: “Fellow Citizens and Brethren of the Confed- 
erate States of America ... we have henceforth, I trust, a prospect of 
living together in peace, with our institutions a subject of protection 
and not of defamation.” He stressed what he called the “homogeneity” 
of Confederates. And he made clear the centrality of its slavery in the 
young country and its citizenry’s commitment to the institution. 

Davis’s inauguration was set for Monday the eighteenth, which gave 
him Sunday to rest and work on his address. Inauguration day dawned 
cloudy and cold, with frost on the ground. At 10:00 A.M. a parade 
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formed in front of his hotel, headed by a brass band and followed by 
militia companies in sky blue pants and bright red coats. Davis and Vice 
President Alexander H. Stephen of Georgia followed in a barouche 
lined with saffron and white, mounted with silver, and drawn by six 
magnificent gray horses. Carriages with other dignitaries and ordinary 
citizens along with people on foot completed the lineup. As the proces- 
sion moved toward the Alabama statehouse, perched on a command- 
ing hill, the sun broke through the overcast. Thousands of cheering 
spectators filled the streets and sidewalks. Some five thousand more 
waited on the capitol grounds. 

‘There the official party took seats on a wooden platform erected on 
the front patio of the capitol. At 1:00 p.M., “amid a storm of applause,” 
Davis rose and faced his huge audience. In his remarks the provisional 
president touched upon several themes, but he forcefully enunciated 
two. He connected the Confederates of 1861 with their forefathers of 
1776. Asserting that the Declaration of Independence trumpeted the 
inalienable rights of the people to establish a government that would 
guarantee liberty and domestic tranquility, Davis pictured southerners 
as acting on that principle. For him the wondrous government estab- 
lished by the Founding Fathers had been subverted “by wanton aggres- 
sion’ and no longer served “the purpose for which it was ordained, and 
ceased to answer the ends for which it was established.” Confederates, 
he declared, clung to their heritage. “The Constitution framed by our 
fathers is that of these Confederate States.” In his interpretation their 
“exposition of it” provided “a light which reveals its true meaning.” 

At the same time he praised “a people united in heart, where one 
purpose of high resolve animates and actuates a whole.” As he had in 
his comments on the night of his arrival in Montgomery, in his inau- 
gural he proclaimed the “homogeneity” of Confederates would ensure 
the preservation of the new nation. Although he never used the word 
“slave” and never spoke overtly about this key institution in southern 
society, he left no doubt about his reference. For him and his listeners, 
simultaneous allegiance to the Founding Fathers’ gift of liberty and to 
slavery posed no problem. They saw no contradiction, for in the South, 
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from at least the Revolution forward, white liberty and black slavery 
were inextricably intertwined. 

In the evening hundreds attended an inaugural reception. Davis 
spent much time shaking the hands of well wishers. Women as well as 
men showered him with accolades. But Davis well knew that he had 
not become a master of ceremonies for a festival. He recognized that 
he had taken on an immense job. He had to build a government from 
nothing. As he wrote to his wife, “We are without machinery without 
means and threatened by a powerful opposition but I do not despond 
and will not shrink from the task imposed on me.” His tasks became 
virtually Herculean, for within two months a great war engulfed him 
and his country. And in another six weeks, he and his government 
moved to a new capital, Richmond, Virginia.’ 

Between that transfer to Richmond and Davis’s return to Mont- 
gomery in 1886, his world and that of the South would be fundamen- 
tally transformed. Defeat in war resulted in impoverishment for the 
South and for Davis. Moreover, he spent the first two postwar years 
imprisoned at Fort Monroe, Virginia, facing a charge of treason. From 
his release in 1867 and for the rest of his life, he struggled to support 
himself and his family. Yet during all the years and tribulations, Davis 
never doubted either the virtue of the Confederate cause or the right- 
ness of his own actions between 1861 and 1865. He detailed his version 
of secession and the war in his two-volume The Rise and Fall of the Con- 
federate Government, published in 1881. 

‘The year 1886 found Davis living at Beauvoir on the Mississippi 
Gulf Coast near Biloxi. He had come to this substantial seaside home 
in 1877 as a guest of its owner, Sarah Dorsey, who revered him. When 
she died two years later, she bequeathed Beauvoir to him. It was the 
former president’s home until his death in 1889.° 

In March 1886 the mayor of Montgomery went to Beauvoir to invite 
Davis to be an honored guest in the city in late April. This time the oc- 
casion was not openly political but rather the laying of the cornerstone 
to a monument for the Confederate dead from Alabama. The city of- 
ficials extending the invitation assured him that they would make his 
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journey as comfortable and easy as possible, coming for him and pro- 
viding transportation. Davis agreed; in fact he decided to make a short 
tour by accepting requests that he also participate in ceremonies in 
Atlanta and Savannah afterward. 

When the time arrived, the mayor of Montgomery and a delegation 
of dignitaries went by rail to escort their honored guest. They traveled 
in a private railroad car that would take them and Davis back to Mont- 
gomery. The trip turned out to be another great ovation. Whenever the 
train stopped, enthusiastic crowds gathered. Flowers and other gifts 
poured on him. A reporter claimed that “half a car-load of floral offer- 
ings” had been “showered” upon Davis.* 

‘The train puffed into Montgomery around 8:00 p.m. on March 27. 
It was eerily like 1861—fireworks lit the sky, and the rebel yell rever- 
berated through the evening air. Even a steady rain dampened nei- 
ther turnout nor excitement. An eyewitness reported that the noise 
only increased as Davis approached his hotel, the Exchange, the same 
one he had stayed in a quarter century earlier; he was even given the 
same room, number tox. The aroused crowd chanted for a speech. An 
exhausted Davis was led out onto the veranda from which he had ad- 
dressed an equally receptive audience back in 1861. But this time the 
old man could only utter a few words, “With a heart full of emotion I 
greet you again.”° 

The next morning the rain continued but stopped around noon. 
‘Then a barouche led by four gray horses followed by uniformed mili- 
tia took Davis up the hill to the Alabama capitol, where the throng of 
thousands “broke into the wildest cheers, which were long and hearty.” 
On the arm of the mayor, Davis walked up the steps. Just as he reached 
the spot where twenty-five years earlier he had taken the oath as pro- 
visional president of the Confederate States, rain began falling again. 
An old Davis friend in the audience, Virginia Clay-Clopton, recalled: 
“I saw women, shrouded in black fall at Mr. D’s feet, to be uplifted 
and comforted by kind words. Old men and young men shook with 
emotion beyond the power of words on taking Mr. Davis’s hand, and I 
feared the ordeal wd. Prove the death of the man.”° 
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Davis spoke briefly, though the roar was so “long drawn out that it 
seemed for a time that he was not going to get a chance to speak.” His 
words repeated what he had so often said. The virtue and justice of 
the Confederate cause formed the thrust of his observations. A united 
South, he told his listeners, rushed to defend principles when the “thun- 
der of war came ringing over the land.” And of the war he stated: “It was 
that war which Christianity alone approved—a holy war for defense.”’ 

‘The ceremonial laying of the cornerstone took place on the twenty- 
ninth. For this event “the sun shone warm and bright.” A parade iden- 
tical to that of the previous day marched up to the capitol; just to the 
right of the building, the monument was to be erected. On this day 
Davis addressed his audience more formally. A reporter recorded that 
he “spoke with great earnestness and in tones easily heard by most of 
the large crowd present.” Once more he chorused his familiar themes. 
A united South had nobly defended honored principles. As he put 
it, “one sentiment inspired all classes.” At the forefront stood what 
Davis termed “State sovereignty.” According to him, Alabama and 
other southern states acted to protect their constitutional rights, which 
had been violated by an aggressive North. Asserting that he did not 
want to discuss the old political issues, he insisted that he only “review 
[ed] the past. ..in vindication of the character and conduct of those to 
whom it is proposed to honor on this occasion.” He considered sacred 
“the belief in the righteousness of our cause and the virtue of those 
who risked their lives to defend it.” Nowhere in this speech, however, 
did Davis mention the “homogeneity” and “identity of domestic insti- 
tutions” that he had used in 1861 to underscore the centrality of slavery 
in the new southern republic. 

After the address, received with “long continued applause and 
cheers,” Davis attended a reception in the governor’s chambers in the 
capitol. After a midday meal at the Exchange, he joined his hosts in dec- 
orating the graves of Alabama’s war dead. On the thirtieth he departed 
for Atlanta; he had been in Montgomery for two days and three nights.* 

To the Alabamians along the rail line and in Montgomery, Davis 
was obviously a hero. On the night of his arrival in the city, “a great 
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piece of fireworks extending nearly across the square [in front of the 
Exchange] was set off, making in flame the words, ‘Welcome, Our 
Hero.” This sentiment, so graphically expressed in Montgomery, per- 
vaded the entire South. Davis was a living link to the past, a past white 
southerners wanted to cherish. The great war chieftains Stonewall Jack- 
son and especially Robert E. Lee were long dead. Senior generals, like 
Pierre G. T. Beauregard and Joseph E. Johnston still lived, but neither 
enjoyed widespread adulation. Controversy surrounded both men, and 
besides, neither had known notable battlefield success after the first 
few months of the war. Moreover, Davis's imprisonment meant to most 
white southerners that he had suffered for them. If he merited prison, 
all did, for they did not think that they had done anything wrong. 
White southerners designated him “their representative man,” who had 
been “true and faithful to the trust which had been reposed in him.”’ 

Of these two ceremonies occurring in Montgomery a quarter cen- 
tury apart, the first, Davis’s inauguration in 1861 as provisional presi- 
dent of the Confederacy, is far better known than the second, his role 
in 1886 dedicating a monument to Confederate war dead. In addition, 
conventional wisdom holds that the former has considerably more his- 
torical importance than the latter. Here, I enter a challenge to that 
view. While certainly not trying to minimize the significance of the 
Confederacy and the Civil War in the country’s history, the 1886 event 
had a powerful emotional and political influence on how Americans 
thereafter viewed the war and its meaning. 

‘The pageant in Montgomery heralded the preservation of Confed- 
erate memory in a particular fashion—a memory defined by former 
Confederates, from Jefferson Davis on down. This distinct memory has 
become known as the Lost Cause ideology. Its central theme depicts 
a virtuous southern white people nobly defending their liberty against 
the threat of tyranny, initially in following the Founding Fathers to cre- 
ate a separate republic, then on the battlefield against a brutal, invading 
host. This portrayal totally omitted one subject, however. It never men- 
tioned slavery as having any part in the southern decision to secede and 
break up the Union or in the formation of the Confederate States." 
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‘This script included no chorus to Davis's declaration in his farewell 
address to the Senate back in 1861 that Mississippi and other southern 
states had to react to the belligerent and unconstitutional assaults on 
slavery by aggressively antislavery northerners. Davis underscored that 
motive in a message three months later to the Confederate Congress in 
April 1861, declaring that a monomaniacal antislavery Republican Party 
threatened the South’s central institutions. Facing such a mortal threat 
to “interests of such overwhelming magnitude,” Davis concluded, the 
people of the South had to act “to avert the danger with which they 
were openly menaced.” In the secession crisis, from the Atlantic sea- 
board to Texas, southerners constantly echoed Davis’s cry: fanatical 
Republicans intended to doom the South by destroying slavery. In the 
words of one Georgian, to avoid “the extinction of slavery,” his state 
had “to dissolve her connexion with the General Government.”" 

With slavery banished, the Lost Cause interpretation of secession 
and the Confederacy became increasingly visible across the South. In 
the late 1880s and 1890s, organizations like the United Confederate 
Veterans and the United Daughters of the Confederacy preached this 
gospel and guarded it against heresy. Monuments remembering the 
gallant Confederate warriors, just like the one Davis helped dedicate 
in Montgomery, soon dotted the region. The most imposing were in 
Richmond, the former capital of the Confederacy and in consequential 
ways the capital of its memory. Arrayed along Monument Avenue are 
four heroic statues of the Confederate pantheon. 

While it conquered the South, the Lost Cause had an even more 
massive effect. Carried beyond southern borders by evangelizing be- 
lievers, their explanation of secession and the Confederacy gained 
widespread acceptance throughout the nation. This Lost Cause had 
impressively greater staying power than the historical Confederate 
States; the latter lasted but four years, while the former dominated 
national consciousness until well into the second half of the twenti- 
eth century. Even in the twenty-first century, it is amazingly alive and 
well. Thus Jefferson Davis's second inaugural in Montgomery should 
be recognized for its far-reaching influence. 
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